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Abstract
Faced with looming talent shortages and changing workforce demographics, strategic
workforce planning and talent management are taking prominent roles within organizations’
efforts to shape strategies. State governments must find ways to attract develop and engage
employees in a new era of competitiveness. This was an interpretive case study to explore
workforce planning and talent management practices in a state government from the unique
perspective of managers: to understand how they apply workforce planning and talent
management and the challenges they face in those practices. The study site was a state
government, located in the Midwest region of the United States. Interviews were conducted with
12 participants who were full-time permanent managers representing multiple agencies with
diverse missions in state government. Their experiences and stories provided rich insights into
state government: navigating administration changes, managing more with fewer employees and
resources and working in the public eye. The overarching themes that emerged from the study
included (a) conditions of management in state government, (b) varying practices in workforce
planning and talent management, (c) factors that limit talent management, and (d) activities to
elevate talent management in state government. These study’s findings may not be applicable to
other state governments however the study identifies the compelling need to ensure state
governments’ capacities to effectively compete for talent. The need to engage leadership
commitment, ensure systems alignment, and increase managerial capacity for talent management
will be of paramount importance in state government’s ability to attract, develop, and retain key
talent in an increasingly competitive employment market.
Keywords: state government, managers’ practices, workforce planning, talent management
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Chapter 1
Between 1950 and 1960 the United States birth rate grew at an unprecedented rate,
ushering in what was known as the Baby Boom generation, which represented the largest age
cohort in United States history (Hobbs & Stoops, 2002). Over the past six decades, Baby
Boomers were a major influence on culture, education, work, politics, and society in the United
States. In 2006 the Baby Boomers ranged from 42-60 years old and comprised more than a
quarter of the entire United States population (US Census Bureau, 2006). In 2008 the first of the
Baby Boomers turned 62 years old and became eligible to collect full Social Security benefits
upon retirement. As this group initiated the workplace exodus, employers began to experience
the loss of years of wisdom, organizational knowledge, and leadership. While the exodus of long
term employees generates knowledge and skills gaps in the workplace as the doors close behind
them, it also produces openings for others to enter employment or advance into vacancies. If all
things remained constant, the situation would result in a predictable and manageable cycle that
allowed organizations time to attract talent, develop their skills, and transfer knowledge from
departing employees to the next set of employees filling the vacancies. But predictability is not
dependable in the modern and global economy that is changing the workplace.
Organizations deal in a complex global marketplace and must strategize effectively to
navigate and compete amidst fast evolving technologies, global competition, energy constraints,
and economic and political volatility to gain a competitive edge and deliver profitably. There is
now competition for a resource that is predicted to be soon in short supply. Documented in
changing demographics (Howden & Meyer, 2011) and declared more than a decade ago in The
War for Talent (Chambers, Foulon, Handfield-Jones, Hankin, & Michaels III, 1998; Michaels,
Handfield-Jones, & and Axelrod, 2000)the resource for which organizations now compete is
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talent. Talent is represented by individuals and the capabilities that reside in “their knowledge,
skills, and attitudes” (Bingham, 2008) that they bring to the workplace and which have replaced
process, systems, and technologies as differentiators with competitors.
A study by the U.S. Census Bureau predicted a shortage of 3 million workers by 2012
(Horrigan, 2004). The Manpower Group’s Talent Shortage Survey (2103) reported that “49
percent of U. S. employers are experiencing difficulty filling mission critical positions within
their organizations” (p. 2). State government is at even higher risk of losing key talent because
the employee population of state government is older than the civilian workforce (Lewis & Cho,
2010), and the sheer numbers of employees poised to exit in quick succession make the
imminent loss more acute (Brower, 2013).
The demographic changes are driving other major trends in the government workforce
which Green (2000) identifies as


shorter employee career life cycles changing from 20 to 30 years down to 20 months;



increased acceptance and integration of technology that affects the employer – employee
relationship with electronic monitoring;



increased demand for learning at work considered by today’s employees as important as pay
and health benefits; and



increased focus on lifestyle, prompting telecommuting and flexible hour arrangements.
An organization’s ability to acquire and retain key talent and cultivate collective

intellectual and social capital is central to planning efforts (Wright, Dunford, & Snell,
2001)Faced with looming talent shortages and changing workforce trends, strategic workforce
planning and talent management are taking prominent roles within organizations and helping to
shape strategy. HR is responsible for developing and maintaining the structures, policies, and
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processes that allow organizations to attract, develop, and retain the workforce needed to achieve
their goals (Cappelli, 2008; Lawler III & Boudreau, 2009; Ulrich, Younger, & Brockbank,
2008). It is, however, the managers in organizations who operationalize the talent management
systems designed and maintained by HR. Managers’ interactions with employees in selection,
hiring, engagement, development, deployment, and recognition are paramount to retaining key
talent in organizations (Charan, 2008; Inkson, 2008; Ulrich & Smallwood, 2008). The basis of
this research is to understand how these activities are practiced by managers in state government.
Problem Statement
Organizations are faced with increased retirements and loss of organizational knowledge
as Baby Boomers depart the workforce (US Census Bureau, 2006) and many are already
experiencing a shortage of skilled workers (The Manpower Group, 2013). State governments
have an employee population older than the civilian workforce (Lewis & Cho, 2010), and the
acuteness will be enhanced because of the sheer numbers of employees poised to exit in quick
succession (Brower, 2013). Despite these alarming facts few public sector organizations had
workforce plans in place in 2003 (Johnson & Brown, 2004) and The State Government
Workforce report from Barrett, Green, & Sheldon (2014) showed little had changed in over ten
years. Further, the surveys had been conducted with HR offices, and I believed that it was
important to understand the perspective of managers in state government as the key
implementers of workforce plans and talent management practices. This interpretive case study
was developed to explore workforce planning and talent management practices among managers
in a state government, and to understand how the policies, systems and structures in the state
government of this study interact with those practices.
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Research Question
The research question for this study was: What are state government managers’ practices
in workforce planning and talent management? A thorough exploration of this topic provided
insight into these supplemental questions:


How do managers perceive workforce planning and talent management?



How are managers practicing workforce planning and talent management?



What are the challenges managers face in workforce planning and talent management?

Research Purpose
There were two primary reasons for conducting this study. First, insights based on
findings of this study added to the body of research on the timely and relevant topic of talent
management, particularly in state government. Examining managers’ practices in talent
management generated a view of policies, practices, and infrastructure that interact to form talent
systems. The findings could be used to facilitate a deeper understanding between HR and
managers in the support for and implementation of workforce planning, talent management, and
organizational strategy.
A second reason for conducting the study was to add value to the state government that is
the subject of this research. The findings offer insight into strategy for increasing statewide
capacity in managerial talent leadership that could increase the state’s ability to attract, develop,
and retain key talent in an increasingly competitive employment market. Themes developed
from the study suggest areas for future research in workforce planning and talent management in
state government.
Definition of Key Terms
The key terms of this research study are defined as:

5
Workforce planning: an ongoing planning cycle that considers the demographic and skills
profile of the organization’s current workforce and compares it to the projected needs as
determined by the business strategy. The resulting workforce gap informs strategy that addresses
the recruitment, development, deployment, and retention needs of the organization. Through
workforce planning, organizations manage talent shortages and surpluses through proactive
planning (Williams, 2013). An organization can prepare for its present and future [staffing]
needs with the right people in the right place at the right time (Jackson & Schuler, 1990).
Talent: the sum of skills and abilities of an individual (or group) and how he or she is
capable of contributing to an organization.
Talent management: an integrated set of processes, programs, and cultural norms in an
organization designed and implemented to attract, develop, and retain talent to achieve strategic
objectives and meet future business and usually includes the following Human Resource
activities and functions (Silzer & Dowell, 2010)


recruiting;



selection and promotion;



placement and assignments;



onboarding and assimilation;



retention initiatives;



reward and recognition programs;



training, development, and learning opportunities;



coaching and mentoring;



leadership and executive education and development;



performance management;
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career planning and development;



high-potential identification and development;



employee diversity efforts;



succession management and planning;



organizational talent reviews; and



measurement and evaluation of talent management efforts (p. 19).
Chapter 1 introduced the study, defined the problem statement, stated the research

question and purpose, and defined the key terms related to the study. Chapter 2 delivers a
preliminary literature review with an overview of workforce planning and talent management. In
Chapter 5 a more in-depth literature review is conducted and compares literature to the case
study findings of this study.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Three dimensions characterize projected population shifts in the United States: continued
growth, increased diversity, and aging of the population as reported by the Stanford Center on
Longevity (Hayutin, Beals, & Borges, 2013) The report states that by 2020, older workers age
55+ will account for 25% of the US labor force compared to 13% in 2000, and while growth in
the working-age population age 20-64 will continue to increase, growth in that population
segment will be much slower than when it was fueled by the Baby Boomer cohort.
Resources are essential investments to produce the products or services central to the
organization: among them are capital investments for equipment, technology, and physical space.
Another necessary resource is the unique set of skills and knowledge that people – human
resources – bring that allow an organization to fulfill its purpose. Business, government, and the
global economy cannot thrive without the human resources and the innate talents of individuals
to research, innovate, and produce goods and services. The importance of the supply of labor was
discussed by Watkins & Dodd in their 1938 tome, The Management of Labor Relations:
Every sound organization, whether commercial or otherwise, must be built in full
recognition of the importance of the workers that are to become a part of the
organization. A business enterprise may have the finest office, plan, and equipment
obtainable; it may have millions of dollars in working capital; these are useless unless the
owners have access to a well-trained, intelligent, and loyal supply of laborers. (p. 735).
Workforce planning is a proactive planning process that informs an organization’s talent
strategy by understanding the business strategy and the workforce needed for implementation. It
helps increase the organization’s ability to act rather than react by managing talent pipelines to
ensure the talent with the right skills is available as needed (Williams, 2013). It is a business
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process that has been implemented in organizations for decades to balance the supply of
employees with the demand for workers.
The supply of and demand for labor impacts business, the economy, and government
policy. In 1951 the Ford Foundation underwrote a grant to Columbia University, establishing the
National Manpower Council to make policy recommendations to address long-term and shortterm manpower problems facing the United States. A summary of the Council’s priorities
(David, 1952) provides a glimpse of the workforce challenges and policy discussions following
World War II:
Because of the importance of skilled workers and scientific personnel, the Council has
selected the policy of student deferment as its first problem. Other problems that the
Council expects to review and on which it will formulate policy recommendations for
public consideration include utilization of the older worker, worker education and
training, the development and use of “woman power,” and military manpower policy (p.
46).
Models for workforce planning present a variety of approaches customized to unique
needs of any type of organization or industry (Bloom, Duckett, & Robertson, 2012; Cappelli,
2009; Deagle, 2009; Human Capital Institute, 2010; Laurano, 2009)An overview of workforce
planning models from the 1960s to 2009 provides insights into how workforce planning has
changed and yet remained the same over time. In a survey of manpower planning, research by
Ackoff, Aronofsky, Delesie, and Alvarado (1969) documented aspects of manpower or personnel
planning in four main areas: business; technical change and development; management science;
and management science techniques. A report from the National Manpower Council in 1965 (as
cited in Ackoff, et al., 1969) described manpower as a critical resource; the business model for
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workforce planning included an analysis of the social, economic, and technical aspects that
impacted workforce supply. Workforce planning techniques ranged from forecasting to an
extended process that identified corporate objectives, inventoried the internal supply of labor
based on demographics and turnover, and forecasted future needs. The final step in the planning
process was to use the forecasted needs to inform and design activities for recruitment, selection,
development, and retirement within the organization. The workforce planning model from the
mid-1900s that aligned with organizational strategy and used data to inform HR talent
management, surfaced in more recent literature under a new name: strategic workforce planning.
Bersin and Associates’ research organization published a report (Laurano, 2009)
describing a Workforce Planning Maturity Model©, depicting the evolution of workforce
planning in four stages:


Stage 1: Headcount Planning. Internal data collection focused on headcount analysis for the
immediate time frame assuming the environment remained stable.



Stage 2: Workforce Analytics. Qualitative internal organizational data gathered to
understand the current state of the organization based on the past and current trends.
Examples of analytics include data on vacancies, contingent workers, employee hires, lateral
moves, promotions, and voluntary and involuntary turnover in key positions. Additional data
include profile demographics, EEOC ratios, and budget data on salaries, compensation, and a
host of other organization facts.



Stage 3: Operational Workforce Planning. Forecasting the labor supply and demand for
staffing needs based on internal trends of the organization – business trends and analytics
data, then projecting the gap and replacement needs.
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Stage 4: Strategic Workforce Planning. Aligns workforce planning with organization
strategy. Strategic workforce planning emphasized talent segmentation in its relationship to
strategy execution; the method utilized qualitative and quantitative data from internal and
external sources. Defining the future through scenario building based on qualitative data was
a key characteristic of this model. According to the Human Capital Institute (2010),
Strategic Workforce Planning improves an organization’s readiness and agility to respond to
unrelenting change by helping to “see around corners” (p. 29).
The 1998 McKinsey report, The War for Talent (Chambers, et al., 1998) sounded the

alarm to raise awareness of the looming talent shortage. The report stated it should be
considered a call to arms for American companies to engage immediately in acquiring,
developing, and retaining senior executive talent because “a talent shortage was going to become
part of the defining characteristic of their competitive landscape for decades to come” (p. 46).
The report revealed that, while the demand for executive talent would generally increase by
about one-third over fifteen years, the supply of 33 – 45 year olds was decreasing by 15% over
the same period of time. At the same time, increasing economic and global complexities demand
more sophisticated talent with cultural fluency, combined with exponential growth in technology
integration. These factors, combined with the need to manage increasingly disaggregated and
globally dispersed organizations, increased the stakes. The report noted that a compounding
factor in attracting and retaining talent was the increasing trend in job mobility rates, which went
from senior executives working from two companies in their careers to five companies by the
late 1980s, with predictions for up to seven companies within a decade by the 1990s.
The rules of the game for talent recruitment and retention had changed. The notion of
information as an organization’s competitive advantage shifted to an organization’s differentiator
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in its ability to compete based on its ability to access a steady supply of the right kind of talent.
The view of employees as a cost that must be contained had changed to valuing employees as a
competitive asset. Organizations began to form a “talent mindset” (Chambers et al., p. 48) in
which the organization establishes an integrated system of attraction, development, and retention
activities based on the fundamental belief in the importance of talent in executing its strategy.
This was noted by Rouan and Gibson (2004) in the statement “organizational leaders are finally
tuning into the idea that people are vitally important in the execution of their strategic intent” (p.
59).
As talent management was recognized as critical to economic competitiveness, the
floodgates opened to produce research and publications related to the practice and
implementation of talent management systems for business. A benchmarking study of best
practices in talent management, summarized by McCauley and Wakefield (2006), stated that
organizations that excel in talent management practices approach it from a perspective of
integrated systems within the organization and within HR to incorporate the following activities
into their talent strategies:


defining “talent management” broadly;



integrating the various elements of talent management into a comprehensive system;



focusing talent management on their most highly valued talent;



involvement by CEOs and senior executives committed to making talent management work;



building competency models to create a shared understanding of the skills and behaviors the
organization needs and values in employees;



monitoring talent system-wide to identify potential talent gaps;
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excelling at recruiting, identifying, and developing talent, as well as performance
management and retention;



regularly evaluating the results of their talent management system (p. 5).
Research conducted by (Chambers et al., 1998) pointed out that the shift to the talent

mindset required HR to function differently than in the past and to become a strategic business
partner with their assigned business areas. This required that HR play a significantly different
role in workforce planning, functioning more as facilitators, collaborators, and advisors in
strategy development rather than clinging to a traditional transactional role. In HR
Transformation, (Ulrich, Allen, Brockbank, Younger, & Nyman, 2009) outlined a blueprint for
infusing an integrated strategy into the organization’s talent management practices, made
memorable by using a mnemonic of 6Bs:


Buy: recruiting, sourcing, and securing new talent into the organization;



Build: helping people grow through training on the job or through life experiences;



Borrow: bringing knowledge into the organization through advisors or partners;



Bound: promoting the right people into key jobs;



Bounce: removing poor performers from their jobs and from the organization; and



Bind: retaining top talent.
The Human Capital Institute (HCI, 2010) supplemented the model by adding Balance,

which advised determining the best possible balance or combination of each of the talent
management components, then incorporated the final enhancement, Organization Design, which
recognized the need to design or redesign systems, structures, or work to reduce barriers and
improve performance. Lawler (2008) supported this by pointing out that, while having a great
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talent pool is essential, having the right structures, systems, processes, policies, and practices in
place to support them is the key to creating organizational sustainability.
A Government Accountability Office report (2009) stated that the federal government
added strategic human capital management to its list of high risk issues to government in 2001:
Addressing complex challenges such as disaster response, national and homeland
security, and economic stability requires a high-quality federal workforce able to work
seamlessly with other agencies, levels of government, and across sectors. However,
current and long-term fiscal pressures, coupled with a potential wave of employee
retirements that could produce gaps in leadership and institutional knowledge, threaten
the government’s capacity to effectively address these and many other evolving, national
issues. The Office of Personnel Management (OPM), individual agencies, and Congress
have all taken important steps over the last few years that will better position government
to close the current and emerging critical skills gaps that are undermining agencies’
abilities to meet their vital missions. Although progress has been made, the area remains
high risk because more work is needed in implementing specific corrective strategies for
addressing critical skills gaps and evaluating their results (p. 2).
The most recent GAO report (2013) indicated that continued progress depends on the
extent to which OPM and agencies sustain efforts in planning, implementation, and evaluation of
results by using a strategic approach to human capital management defined by the following
actions and characteristics:


involves top management, employees, and other stakeholders;



identifies the critical skills and competencies that will be needed to achieve current future
programmatic results;
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develops strategies that are tailored to address skills gaps;



builds the internal capability needed to address administrative, training, and other
requirements important to supporting workforce planning strategies; and



includes plans to monitor and evaluate progress toward closing skills gaps and meeting other
human capital goals using a variety of appropriate metrics. (p. 103).
Practitioner organizations and professional publications have published case studies and

reports on organizations such as Home Depot and FedEx (Charan, 2006; Human Capital
Institute, 2010) and the impact on the organization’s position in the marketplace. Furthermore,
while the nature of public service drives a different motivation than market share, the need for
skilled and qualified employees is a present and growing concern in the public sector made more
urgent given the age of the public workforce (Lewis, G. & Cho, Y., 2009). Literature on
government planning studies is scarce and a decade has passed since Helton and Soubik’s (2004)
case study on Pennsylvania’s workforce planning model was published. A report on workforce
planning in North Carolina’s municipal governments (Jacobson, 2010) presented survey results
on workforce planning and talent management in local areas of the state.
This portion of the literature review provided an overview of workforce planning and
talent management which described the need for organizations to conduct workforce planning
and talent management based on demographics signaling significant workforce challenges.
Reports on state governments’ activity in these areas is not abundant. In Chapter 4 I present the
findings of this study in which state government managers who practiced workforce planning
and talent management in a state government described their practices. The literature review is
expanded and compared to the findings in this study in Chapter 5.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
Case study is a research methodology that examines the uniqueness and complexity of a
single case, within a bounded system, and brings understanding of the activity within its
particular context and circumstances (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2002; Stake, 1995;
Yin, 2003). Stake (1995) described having “a research question, a puzzlement, a need for
general understanding, and we may get insight into the question by studying a particular case”
(p. 3). The goal of this research was to gain an understanding of state government managers’
perception of, practices in, and challenges to workforce planning and talent management within
their everyday responsibilities. This chapter provides background on the philosophy of case
study research, key concepts of the research methodology, and the reasons for selecting case
study design for this research. The narrative provides a detailed description of the research
methods used in this study along with highlights of the data analysis process.
Research Framework
Describing the research design of a study requires description of the nature of knowledge
and hierarchy of beliefs of how meaning is constructed. In Foundations of Social Research,
Crotty (2005) outlined research frameworks within a hierarchy of elements. The topmost step
begins with concepts of existence and truth. Epistemology determines the methods of figuring
out what is known to be true and is developed within a theoretical perspective. Research
methodology is determined by the epistemology and is a defined approach researchers use to
acquire data with which they construct meaning and truth. Research methods are the tools
researchers use to gather data. This research study was developed within the epistemological
framework of social constructionism and theoretical perspective of interpretivism, which shaped
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the methodology of interpretive case study. The research methods for data collection were
consistent with interpretive case study research.
Epistemology. The epistemological framework of constructionism holds that truth or
meaning comes into existence from our engagement with the realities of our world. Meaning is
not discovered, but interpreted and constructed (Crotty, 2005). The theoretical perspective of
interpretivism “looks for culturally derived and historically situated interpretations of the sociallife world” (Crotty, 2005, p. 67). In interpretive research, meaning is socially constructed as
individuals apply meaning to their experiences, and interpreted by researchers who are
conducting interviews and making observations and subjective judgments to synthesize and
analyze, while being mindful of their consciousness in the process (Stake, 1995). Interpretive
research is a quest to deepen understanding or meaning through an inductive investigative
strategy in which the researcher serves as the primary instrument of data collection and analysis,
and the end product yields rich description (Merriam, 2009). Creswell’s (2007) definition of
interpretive research included the use of an emergent qualitative approach and an inductive data
analysis to identify patterns or themes, followed by a final report that includes the voice of the
participants, actions and reflections of the researcher, and a description and interpretation of the
problem.
Methodology. Interpretive case study research methodology shares characteristics of
other interpretive studies in the search for meaning within a context. The distinguishing
characteristic of an interpretive case study is that it is clearly bounded and delineates what is in
and what is excluded from the case. Stake (1978) described the emic issues of a case as what is
happening and considered important within case boundaries. Interpretive case studies focus on
discovery and gaining insight from the perspective of the participants for the purpose of
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understanding and improving practice (Merriam, 2009) with features of case studies defined as
“particularistic, descriptive, and heuristic” (p. 43), in that a case focuses on a particular event or
phenomenon within a bounded system, results in a rich description of the phenomenon under
study, and can bring discovery of new meaning or confirm what is known.
Interpretive case studies are appropriate for developing an intensive, holistic, descriptive,
analysis of a single social unit, phenomenon, or instance (Merriam, 1998; Patton, 2002). The
bound system in this case study is managers in the executive branch of a state government in the
United States. Stake (1995) wrote that researchers do not study a case primarily to understand
other cases. The researchers’ obligation is to understand the case itself; that case study is the
study of the particularity and complexity of the single case where the researcher comes to
understand its activity within particular circumstances. Case study is selected when the
researcher is interested in a particular case because of an intrinsic interest in the case and is
interested in developing an understanding, not to learn about other cases or a general problem.
My interest in conducting this research was to understand how managers in state government
practice workforce planning and talent management in order to understand the system, policy, or
program implications of the findings. The available literature focuses entirely on HR and
organizational leadership as the drivers of talent management. What I found missing was the
voice of the employees who are experiencing staffing challenges and I believed including
managers’ perspectives would add another dimension to the conversation. As a state government
employee responsible for development, I was also interested to learn how managers viewed
talent management skills. The findings of this interpretive case study does not imply
generalizations for other cases or other states however other public and community-based
organizations may be facing similar situations and find value in the themes identified here.
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Methods. Interpretive case study research does not claim specific methods for data
collection, rather the approach draws upon multiple sources of information such as interviews,
focus groups archival documents, and observations combined in multiple implementations to
obtain the richest collection of data (Creswell, 2007). The research methods for data collection
used in this case study were individual participant interviews, archival data and reports,
secondary data from previously held focus groups, and contextual knowledge of the researcher as
a practitioner within the case.
Participant Selection
This study was conducted in a state government in the central part of the United States.
The alternative name of Avalon was generated to protect the identity of the state and study
participants. In Avalon’s state government there were 24 executive level agencies, each headed
by a commissioner appointed by the governor. The agencies ranged in size from fewer than 100
employees in the smaller agencies to nearly 4,000 employees in other agencies.
There were approximately 1,200 employees in the managerial classification in Avalon’s
state government. These included governor’s cabinet-level commissioners, assistant
commissioners and deputy commissioners, and other non-permanent positions. Other jobs
represented individuals who did not manage employees but had high levels of responsibility and
influence that were classified at managerial level. Participants in this study were defined by the
following characteristics: managers working full-time in state government; working in classified,
not appointed positions; who manage employees as direct reports within a state agency. The job
titles of study participants include manager and director.
After obtaining Institutional Review Board approval to commence with research, I
proceeded with participant identification by holding casual conversations with managers about
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this research. The concepts were met with interest and encouragement, and several individuals
self-identified as volunteers for the research. I was encouraged by this early enthusiasm and
anticipated I wouldn’t have difficulty with recruitment. I anticipated I would conduct
approximately ten to fifteen interviews prior to reaching data saturation where no new
information was forthcoming (Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2002), however I could not predetermine
the actual number of interview participants. My aim in participant selection was to cast a wide
net to include managers across agencies and with a mix of experiences to best represent a cross
section of state government, rather than accepting the first volunteers that stepped forward.
I utilized the social networking site, LinkedIn, to connect with state employees who are
members of interest groups or communities of practice. I sent emails to three groups introducing
myself, this research study, and an invitation to contact me at my St. Thomas email through their
personal email accounts if they were interested in becoming a participant or if they would
recommend someone who might be interested in doing so. I also personally reached out from
my university email to managers I knew and contacted them through their personal email
accounts. These individuals were very helpful in making referrals to others I could contact as
potential participants. This method is recognized as the snowball technique as described in
Merriam (2009) and is used to contact large numbers of potential candidates in order to obtain
broad cross-section representation in study participants.
The purpose of case study research was to gain understanding of what is occurring at a
point in time within a bounded environment (Stake, 1995). I sought a cross section of
managerial representation by agencies, length of time as a manager, and by gender. I believed
that variety would be more representative of managers in the state government case study than
managers working in similar work assignments, which engaged with the same service
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populations, managed within the same unit, or had the same number of years of managerial
experience. To ensure diversity within the candidate pool, I developed a grid of participant
profiles to reflect work location, length of time as a manager, and participant gender. Table 1 is
a representation of the study participants. The table displays distribution of participants across
agencies, participant’s length of time as a manager, gender, and the pseudonym assigned to
participants to maintain confidentiality. Gender was included as a point of diversity and general
information, but no additional individual characteristics were included to protect participant
identity.
Table 1
Profile of Study Participants
Participant

Work Location

Participant 1

Agency A

Participant 2

Agency B

Participant 3

Years as a
Manager
2

Gender

Pseudonym

F

Alison

14

F

Natalia

Agency C

3

F

Belinda

Participant 4

Agency D

9

M

Abdul

Participant 5

Agency E

6

F

Inez

Participant 6

Agency F

18

M

Tim

Participant 7

Agency G

2

M

Brian

Participant 8

Agency H

6

M

Rollie

Participant 9

Agency I

5

M

Jay

Participant 10

Agency J

5

F

Marnie

Participant 11

Agency K

10

M

Jules

Participant 12

Agency L

3

M

Omar
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Data Collection
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with individual managers to obtain rich
description (Merriam, 1998). Semi-structured questions do not have predetermined structured
choices; rather, the questions are open-ended yet specific in intent. Open-ended questions allow
respondents more freedom and creativity to respond to the questions asked. An effective
interview is really a guided conversation and “the quality of the information obtained during an
interview is largely dependent on the interviewer” (Patton, 2002, p. 341).
I invited participants to ask any questions they had about the study and reviewed the
consent form with them prior to asking them to sign their consent. In the cases where interviews
were conducted by phone, I emailed and reviewed the consent forms with the participants and
asked that they sign, scan, and email the forms back to me prior to the interview. All 12 of the
participants complied and I had their consent forms in hand before the interviews were
conducted. Most of the participants’ questions were related to assurance that individual
anonymity was guaranteed. I informed the participants that no information disclosing an
individual’s identity or work location would be documented in the dissertation. I also assured
each person that if quotes were used, they would not be attributed to an individual by name,
gender, or location, and that a pseudonym would represent them in the analysis and data
reporting.
The conversations lasted 60-90 minutes per session and each one was recorded on a
personal digital recorder. Interviews were scheduled in locations to accommodate participant
preferences based on their schedules, locations, or time constraints:


four interviews were held in participants’ offices;



three interviews took place in my office;
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two interviews were held in conference rooms; and



three interviews were conducted by telephone.
I began each discussion by thanking participants for their participation and started with

some initial questions about their length of time as a manager and the nature of their work. The
conversation led into the first question, which was how the managers have experienced changes
in the workplace and workforce over time. This proved to be a topic that participants felt really
comfortable with, and it initiated an easy flow of information that moved into the rest of the
interview. During the conversations, I made field notes to mark observations as well as to
emphasize a particular concept or phrase that came up during the interview. I asked probing
questions to encourage participants go deeper into the discussion. At the conclusion of the
interviews, I invited participants to share anything further that I may not have asked, but that
they wanted to include. This usually revealed additional, relevant data and insights as defined by
Patton, (2002).
I had tested the interview guide with five individuals not in the study prior to launching
the interviews. There were no major revisions to the questions in the interview guide but during
the testing phase I reordered a couple of the questions and I eliminated one question that the test
volunteers indicated they thought was redundant. The only variation that changed over the
course of the interviews was the type and amount of probing questions used to engage
participants and encourage deeper levels of responses for more detail or examples to illustrate a
point.
Document review was both simple and complex. State government operates within a
framework of statutes which define each agency’s authority in delivering government programs
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and services to citizens. This is reference information and easily obtained through a search of
the state legislature website and is available to anyone with access to the internet.
The other type of document review consists of the workplace data that flows across
employees’ desks, is distributed at meetings, appears in email inboxes, or is generated by
documenting the work that is done and shared among stakeholders. Not only is it voluminous, it
is not always labeled, organized, prioritized, or even saved in a recognizable manner. To
approach document review for this case study in a manner that was not overwhelming, I needed
to consider the larger statutory framework first, then official reports and documents that would
inform my search, and then unpublished documents from meetings and sessions that informed
the case.
Data Analysis
Qualitative case study research, by its interpretive nature, casts a wide net to obtain a
broad assemblage of data from multiple sources through a variety of data collection methods. It
is no surprise, therefore, that qualitative data analysis is a non-linear, non-sequential process
which Creswell (2007) compared to a spiral. Merriam (2009) stated that the goal of data analysis
is making sense of the data and that involves reducing, consolidating, and interpreting what
people said in order to find meaning, with the end goal of “answering the research question” (p.
176). Creswell (2007) discussed that, in case study analysis and representation, researchers need
to describe the case in full detail to understand the context of the situation. Creating a case
record and surfacing pattern, themes, and layers of analysis were prevalent in Patton’s (2002)
description of moving from data to case study presentation. Stake (1995), frequently referenced
in the works of these authors referenced above, was adamant about remaining true to the
uniqueness and priority of the case and that the nature of the study determines categorical
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aggregation or direct interpretation and occasionally both, and the reader decides the
interpretation. While procedures and labels for the analysis process vary, there is agreement
among authors (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2002; Saldaña, 2013; Stake, 1995) that
within qualitative data analysis, data are taken apart and put together again to interpret meaning
and that the analysis begins when the first data are collected. In the analysis, the researcher
employs a constant comparative process and conducts data coding in order to get to higher-level
conceptual categories; and develops memos as part of the analysis process in order to present the
findings. Saldaña (2013) and Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña (2014) referred to the first two
steps as first cycle coding and second cycle coding, which was used to describe the analytic
process in this study.
The data analysis took place on two distinct levels. One level was the actual data
handling; the sorting, filtering, coding, and comparison process to take apart, identify, and
classify the collections of ideas, words, thoughts, emotions, processes, or actions as described in
the interviews by assigning them descriptions, or codes. The second level of analysis was
interpreting complex layers of data and codes to reassemble and construct a socially and
contextually contrived meaning. I view the first level of analysis as the scientific technique of
qualitative research and the second level as the art of qualitative research.
First cycle coding. The goal of first cycle coding is to chunk large amounts of data into
smaller, more manageable segments by assigning descriptive labels to large segments of data
from participant interviews. Once transcribed, I inserted the interview transcripts into a matrix,
matching the participant responses to the questions as they were asked. I used line-by-line coding
with color highlights and was able to quickly categorize data. The matrix format allowed for
natural comparison to other interviews and provided visual definition that helped me begin to
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recognize patterns, frequencies, and variations on themes. I recognized how the matrix had
become a comprehensive visual storyboard as I added more columns for field notes and more for
data represented by the color codes. The first three columns identified the participant code, the
interview question number, and researcher field notes from the interview, and the fourth column
contained the participant responses associated with the corresponding interview question; this
was where I applied the color highlights to represent topic areas. As I began color coding the
transcripts, it quickly became apparent how rich this data collection method is as multiple colors
were often highlighted within a singular response. The fifth column identified the topic being
addressed, and the sixth column represented a code word that described subtopics, or information
chunks (Miles et al., 2014). This led to the final column that represented particular quotes that I
wanted to recall and that I believed represented a strong participant perspective. This process
identified words or short phrases in the participants’ own language to help patterns in the data
emerge. Figure 1 illustrates a representation of the first cycle participant interview data coding.
Topics Coded by Color 1. WF Changes 2. WF Planning 3. Recruit/Selection 4. Perf. Mgt. 5.
Training/Dev. 6.Retention/Engagement 7. Learned Tal Leadership 8. Support Needed
I
Q Researcher Participant Response
Topic
Code
Quotes
D
Notes
I once sent someone on
Performance
Reassignment “sent
2 4 fingers
made
mobility and had it made into management
someone
quotation
a permanent assignment
Conflict
on
marks
because it was a better fit.
avoidance
mobility”
around
I contacted another director
“great
that I knew and suggested a
employee”
“great employee” they might
be able to use in that agency.
Related to #1 also: there are
WF Changes
Generational
7 2
dependency issues;
differenceshelicopter parenting is
younger
affecting independence,
workers
autonomy and decisionEngagement
-expectations
making.
-development
By 6 months younger
Development
-time factors
employees are looking for a
Revolving
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Topics Coded by Color 1. WF Changes 2. WF Planning 3. Recruit/Selection 4. Perf. Mgt. 5.
Training/Dev. 6.Retention/Engagement 7. Learned Tal Leadership 8. Support Needed
I
Q Researcher Participant Response
Topic
Code
Quotes
D
Notes
promotion, and don’t
door
understand that they don’t

Figure 1. First Cycle Coding Participant Interview Data
Second cycle coding. The purpose of the second phase of coding is to elevate the
patterns and themes emergent in the first cycle analysis and turn them into concepts. The art
form of this, I realized, was that in addition to teasing out concepts I needed to step back and
take a look at the whole picture and notice what was missing as well. This process evolved into
a mind map I created using FreeMind software. Each node in the mind map represented a code,
and each code had multiple data elements supporting it, including in vivo codes, which I
referenced on the mind map to where they were located on the matrix. The quotes portrayed
examples of the concepts in the participants’ own words. Figure 2 depicts a segment of the mind
map generated during second cycle coding.
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Figure 2. Mind Map Representing Second Cycle Data Coding
At this point, flip chart paper, extra-large sticky notes, and markers were used to group
topics from the mind map into larger categories. The sticky notes were useful as ideas were
categorized, subcategorized, and rearranged on flip chart pages. Figure 3 is a photo depicting an
iteration of the sorting and categorizing process conducted in a campus library study room.

Figure 3: Emergent Themes Identification
As the themes evolved within the topic areas, I went back to the printed copy of the
matrix and I entered number codes to correspond with the topic and theme numbers in the
highlighted transcripts. I then used bold colored gel markers to mark these passages in the
matrix. With this method I was able to quickly locate the data that corresponded to each topic as
I began to develop the narrative and assemble the supporting data for each topic and theme. This
final coding step also provided me with the opportunity to refine the themes and reassign data to
another topic or theme area with which it corresponded. Figure 4 is a snapshot of the matrix
with color coding cross referenced with numbered themes.
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Figure 4: Final Coding With Numeric and Theme Colors
Participant Confidentiality and Data Storage
To protect participant confidentiality, no names were used in the recorded interviews.
Each interview file was numerically coded on the digital recorder to avoid listing participant
names on the device in the unlikely but possible event that the recorder was accessed by anyone
else before the files were downloaded to my laptop. The electronic files containing interviews
were downloaded and transferred to my personal laptop at my home office at the end of each
day. The laptop was password protected and no other individuals had access to the password.
As the matrix was developed and grew into a larger document, participant responses were
identified through numeric coding and pseudonyms.
Validity
A rich, deep, description of the processes, structures, and context provide the insider’s
account (Maxwell, 2005, as cited in Merriam, 2009) and convey the participants’ and
researcher’s perspectives so as to enable transferability. The interview participants were selected
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to allow for maximum variation in order to offer the broadest range of applicability by readers
and other researchers.
I used member checks (Merriam, 2009) as an additional means of promoting internal
validity. All 14 participants were invited to review the transcripts from their interviews and
discuss clarifications or provide additional information. Nine of the 12 sent notes back or called
with minor clarifications. Another invitation was sent to the 12 participants inviting feedback on
emerging themes in order to generate the most accurate description of findings. Four
participants accepted the invitation. I met individually with each of the four respondents and
each one offered comments on the work in progress. Lastly, a colleague with HR system history,
experience, and knowledge confirmed themes within the context of her experience.
Data triangulation. The combined data collection methods of interviews, participant
validation, and document or artifact review strengthened the study through data triangulation
(Denzin, 1978b, as cited in Patton, 2002; Stake, 1995). Statutes, policies, reports, internal
memos, meeting notes, and documentation from strategic planning focus groups and curriculum
design focus groups provided rich data and provided data to compare or contrast with participant
interview data.
Bias
I was extremely aware of self as the instrument of research in this case study, and I
recognized my biases in several ways. First, as an employee of state government, I held
preconceived ideas about the system and how it worked. My eyes were opened considerably as
participants discussed their work, and the layers of complexity of their work environments were
revealed. It was a wonderful opportunity to see through their lenses. So, while it was
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challenging to avoid assuming prior knowledge at first, I soon came to recognize how much I
was learning from the participants, and just listened.
I also held preconceived ideas about development that managers wanted to enhance their
management expertise. Some of my preconceptions were confirmed in the analysis, yet I was
surprised by how many participants indicated the need for basics like performance reviews, or
the mechanics of handling leaves, or how to write a job description. That was a challenge to my
assumptions.
Something I wrestled with initially was to hold back from wanting to offer another
perspective during the interviews or feeling responsible to produce an immediate fix for
whatever was perceived as not working in the system. Once I remembered the data were for
building my own and institutional knowledge, I was able to remain neutral. The inherent
advantage I held as someone familiar with the system was the opportunity to note emerging
themes to inform and lend new perspectives to ongoing system initiatives and make real-time
changes when opportunities arose.
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Chapter 4: Findings
State Government
Avalon’s state government was experiencing the beginning of a large workforce exodus
due to the size of the cohort that was at or near eligibility for retirement. Document reviews
indicated that the number of retirement benefit initiations in the first quarter of calendar year
2011 increased by more than 40% over initiations in the first quarter of any of the previous four
years. The state-generated profile of its workforce reported the median age of state employees as
50.5. Even more significant was the fact that, of the 58 state government entities identified in the
report, 28 of them had an employee base of age 50 or higher.
State governments mirror the federal government structure with an executive branch
headed by an elected governor, a legislative branch, and a judicial branch. In Avalon’s state
government, the legislature passes laws on behalf of the citizenry of the state. The state agencies
interpret the laws, allocate resources toward implantation, ensure compliance with the
regulations, and deliver programs and services on behalf of the public. State government
programs and services include education, public health, highway construction, food safety,
natural resources, employment and reemployment, taxes and revenue, public safety, construction
codes, economic development, and trade and tourism, as representative examples.
Statewide Human Resources Context
Formerly a stand-alone agency with broad influence and a substantial resource base,
Avalon’s enterprise human resources office – from here forward referenced as the enterprise HR
office – was merged with another agency in 2008. Over the decade preceding the merger, the
enterprise HR office experienced a significant decline in state funding allocation. The result was
a 70% staffing reduction available to provide recruitment, classification compensation, and other
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HR services to state agency HR offices. The diminished capacity left the enterprise HR office
unable to meet the demands of delivering centralized and coordinated HR services to agencybased HR offices. The ensuing strategy was to delegate authority for determinations regarding
classification, compensation, and selection to some of the HR offices in cabinet level agencies.
The enterprise HR office continued to maintain statewide HR information systems, statewide
policy development, and provide HR consultation services, in many cases full HR services, to
agencies within the confines of the limited resources and staff available.
Avalon’s statewide HR operations and resources remained largely unchanged from the
1990s until 2010 when a new state government administration was established. A new
commissioner was appointed to the agency which in turn appointed a new assistant
commissioner to the enterprise HR office. In 2011, Avalon’s enterprise HR office embarked on
a strategic planning initiative to rebuild statewide HR systems, policies, and practices to reflect
the changing HR industry, the changing workplace demographics, and an increasingly
competitive talent marketplace. The goals that emerged from the planning initiative were to
adopt a statewide, integrated approach to talent management and to rebuild the statewide HR
infrastructure in order to better support state agency HR offices in attracting, developing, and
retaining the key talent needed for filling mission-critical roles in the agencies.
Managers’ Role in Talent Management
The systems, structures, and policies related to employee management in state agencies
are implemented and maintained under the domain of HR at the enterprise or agency level.
Managers interpret the policies and utilize the HR systems and structures to acquire, develop,
and retain the employees needed to accomplish the work of the unit as their budgets allow.
While managers may seek HR guidance and support, practices in planning, recruiting, selecting,

34
developing, and retaining talent is the managers’ responsibility. The purpose of this case study
was to gain insight on how Avalon’s state government managers practiced talent management
and understand the implications to Avalon’s ability, as an employer, to attract and retain key
talent.
Study Participants
The subjects for this case study were managers in Avalon’s state government in the
United States. Themes were analyzed from interviews with 12 managers from 10 different state
agencies. The agencies ranged in size from around 300 employees to more than 4,000, and each
agency represented unique functions, programs, and services to the public. In the agencies
where more than one manager was interviewed, participants were selected from different
divisions, performed different types of work, and had dissimilar clients as program or service
stakeholders. The managers’ experiences spanned a wide range of years in management, type of
programs, services, and stakeholders, and number of employees they managed within the units.
Below is a summary profile of study participants. Names are in quotation marks to identify
pseudonyms used to protect participant identities.


“Alison” had two years of managerial experience. Her primary client was the state
legislature, which when in session, demands large amounts of data synthesis and evaluation
within short windows of time from her group.



“Natalia” was a director with 14 years of managerial experience. Her unit was part of an
agency that provided government management services to the public and other agencies in
the state.
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“Belinda” had 3 years of management experience in an agency that was primarily devoted to
regulatory activities that ensure safe and healthy work and living environments for
employees, employers, property owners, and other stakeholders.



“Abdul” was a manager with nine years of experience in an agency whose mission was
dedicated to the health and safety of the state’s food supply, environmental health, and
supporting the agricultural economy.



“Inez” was a director with six years of experience in an agency focused on improving safety
for citizens of the state. She led one of the nine divisions within the large agency that
supported data integration services.



“Tim” was a director with 18 years of management experience in an agency whose mission
supported statewide economic vitality and citizen employment services. His division focused
on supporting business growth in the state.



“Brian” had two years of management experience. The agency he worked in was devoted to
improving educational outcomes for citizens. His division supported general management
within the agency.



“Rollie” was a director with six years of management experience in an agency whose mission
supports statewide economic vitality and citizen employment services. His division focused
on delivering benefits to individuals who had lost their jobs.



“Jay” had five years of management experience. The agency where he worked was
dedicated to conserving and managing the state’s natural resources. The work in his unit is
focused on real estate transactions on behalf of the state.



“Marnie” was a director with five years of management experience. She led a large division
that provided services to external stakeholders.
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“Jules” was an assistant director in an agency focused on public transportation. His unit was
dedicated to the information systems that supported the complex transportation environment.
He had 10 years of management experience in the state and a 20-year military history of
leadership.



“Omar” had three years of experience in an agency whose mission was focused on
compliance with tax laws and collection. His work focused on quality assurance and
improvement.

Participant Interviews
Each participant was asked his or her preference for interview locations. Over the course
of interviews, three were conducted in an offsite office that was convenient to participants’
schedules on the day of the interview; five were conducted at the participants’ offices, one was
conducted in a reserved conference room, and three interviews were held over the phone at the
participants’ requests due to their work location or other scheduling challenges. Each interview
was digitally recorded for later documentation, analysis, and theme comparisons and
development.
Data Analysis
The data analysis and coding were iterative processes that revealed deeper insights each
time the transcripts were reviewed. Each review produced new insights and a more robust
representation of a theme. The continual comparison of data identified details that had not been
apparent in the previous review. Data that had seemed insignificant became valuable within the
context of another theme, and themes that initially appeared prominent faded into and became
supporting details of a different theme.
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Findings
Every citizen, interest group, advocacy group, business, and legislator is a stakeholder of
publicly funded programs and services delivered on behalf of businesses and citizens of the state.
Citizens and businesses finance government with their tax dollars and they are consumers of
government programs and services delivered by state government employees. Each of these
stakeholders holds an interest in and opinion of how these programs, services, and work should
serve them. These conditions create the environment of many interests competing for
government resources, and additional scrutiny on performance and accountability. The public
has expectations for good stewardship of taxpayer dollars, reporting transparency, and efficient
and effective delivery of programs and services. This heightened awareness was referenced in
every interview, and managers had their own perspectives on how this impacted their work, and
how their delivery impacted serving the public and the citizens of the state.
Topic I: Managing in State Government
Managers in state government can predict leadership transitions in administrations will
occur at four years or eight years depending on the outcome of gubernatorial elections. What is
not predictable is who the successors in leadership roles will be or the leadership styles they will
bring to their positions. When a new governor is elected, a governor’s staff, commissioners and
assistant commissioners, and deputy commissioners are appointed into state government by the
governor and generally stay for the duration of the administration.
The employees in state government who remain during the change in administrations
comprise the rest of the approximately thirty-two thousand member workforce. Navigating the
waters of administration that changes every four to eight years is complex for managers who
want to support their new leadership and yet maintain program and operational continuity over
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the transition. Managers discussed how these leadership changes impacted them and their work
environment, and expressed confusion about their roles in orienting new leaders to an agency
and its culture and operations. One manager, “Natalia,” expressed uncertainty about how to
interact with commissioners new to public service.
It’s hard to manage through administrative transformations. You know, it’s interesting to
see how outsiders [appointed commissioners not from public service] come in and want
to change everything up. There’s a lot of skepticism about them, who they decide to
bring in, what their agendas are. It’s a challenge to know how to mitigate agency
turmoil. I mean, do we pop up to help them transition in, or do we keep our heads down?
I think [I need] understanding how to manage up in a respectful way – you know – how
to help a commissioner develop when they first come in; help them understand laws
governing state ethics and data privacy, conflicts of interest, and so on, for new leaders in
the organization.
Another perspective was offered by “Abdul” who saw the appointees’ roles and depth of
involvement sometimes at odds with the ability to sustain momentum.
Often, sometimes, because of the political nature of appointed positions it’s not always a
good fit for what the organization might need; the culture, pressure points, they
[commissioners] are more outward facing, and yet the way the state structure is, so much
of the operational [decisions] needs go through them, and there’s an inherent tension.
Priorities don’t always line up – appointed leaders need understanding -- there’s a lot of
mechanics around budgets, how they work.
In addition to the complexity of managing up with new leaders and maintaining stability
during transitions with their direct reports, managers described the experience of working in a
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public environment. These themes emerged as significant due to the frequency with which they
were mentioned and the emphasis placed on them in the conversations.
Theme 1.1: Public scrutiny of state government raises standards and imposes
limitations in the workplace. One of the effects managers identified was sensitivity to taking
risks if it could result in negative public perception. “Tim” expressed these sentiments:
Across state government, jobs are visible and high profile. The message is always to
guard state dollars, and any mistakes [we make] are magnified. My wife’s organization
moves people around and recognizes mistakes might happen and you should learn from
it. But the state is under a magnifying glass. I would like to try some things that are
unique and different, and it’s frustrating because there’s so much attention on what we do
and that makes us risk averse.
The same concern was articulated by other managers. Developing expertise in the
myriad policies, statutes, and unwritten rules guiding employee behavior can take years to
acquire. Within the first year of a manager’s hire, he or she is required to receive mandatory
training, which includes understanding the state code of conduct. Managers are also responsible
for training their employees and holding them accountable for the code of conduct as well. This
has a significant impact on managers, as in half of the interviews I conducted, managers said
they considered the code of conduct in everyday decision-making, and used the question “Would
I be comfortable with my decision if it was on the five o’clock news?” as a test for decisions.
Other managers described environmental conditions in state government that they are
unable to influence, yet impact the work environment. “Inez,” director of a large unit, described
an employee survey that had been conducted in the organization. The results described issues
that employees were most concerned about “as not so much things that our division can control:
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[government] shutdown, no raises for five years, citizens and the public don’t respect state
workers, environmental issues – but they still have impact on how we work.”
Public perception plays a significant role in the way state government employees are
portrayed in the media and discussed at the legislature. Proposed salary increases must be
approved by the legislature prior to implementation. This makes it difficult for managers to
retain employees when their livelihood becomes a bargaining chip in politics. “Rollie” described
a highly developed system of employee development activities – mentoring activities, presenting
at conferences, and professional organization leadership – as a means of keeping high performers
engaged when salaries have remained stagnant over a period of time. He explained, “What else
do you do when you don’t have raises in five years?”
Despite being under scrutiny as public servants and working in conditions beyond their
control, managers recognized the importance of their work and valued making a contribution to
society through the delivery of important services to citizens.
Theme 1.2: Managers are dedicated to public service. Conversations with managers in
this research were sprinkled with references to the mission-driven nature of working for the state
and its inherent attractiveness to certain populations. The managers conveyed pride in their
contribution to a better quality of life through the delivery of health, safety, education, and
essential services to citizens and businesses. “Belinda” emphasized that the services her agency
provided to the public sector helped private sector employers “avoid protracted and lengthy
litigation.” “Abdul” described the work of his agency as having direct impact on public health
and food safety. “Marissa” talked about her employees being the “face of the state to the
public,” and that was a source of pride in the workforce she managed.
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Managers discussed how the mission-focused nature of public service helped with
recruiting new employees and retaining others. “Abdul” had the following to say:
People self-select into state service. The salary may not be the most competitive but
there’s a feeling of working toward the public good in public service. You may not be
the highest paid person in the room, but you may have the highest positional authority
given the work you are asked to do. It’s broad and encompassing and a great way for
people to become experts and engage in professional development by being on a variety
of work groups. That’s the beauty of what we do.
“Inez” offered, “We can offer work life balance and mission-driven work,” while “Brian”
suggested, “I think our current employment environment is that people are looking for good,
long-term jobs and the state is seen as providing that stability.” “Tim” described his efforts in
talent management as a form of public service with which he could give back.
I come from a family of teachers so I want everyone to grow [as an employee]. I hope I
help them and I don’t feel bad when they leave for another organization. That’s part of
my value – give back of my job. I’m not just here to fulfill my soul or the organization’s
soul. I want to make these people feel better and valued and help them grow.
Theme 1.3: Changes in the state workforce require different practices in attracting,
developing, and engaging employees than in the past. While concern about large numbers of
retirements was prevalent, managers also expressed excitement about demographic changes in
the workplace. To some, a change represented the ability to create his or her legacy through
hiring and building new teams and changing culture, while others described struggling to meet
the demands of a changing environment. The topics that arose most prominently in this theme
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were focused on the ability to attract and hire desired employees, manage employees’
expectations, strategically develop employees, and keep employees engaged and productive.
“Natalia” was a director who experienced a high level of turnover in her unit. She said
the challenge she was dealing with employees coming into the workplace was twofold. The first
challenge was that the work is very complex. It takes from three to five years for an employee to
become really proficient in the work and she wants to find a way to speed up the time to
proficiency. The second challenge she wrestles with is how to manage new employee
expectations for raises and promotions. In the new environment she is frequently receiving
requests from employees six months into a hire. “Natalia” said that many of the new employees
who are looking for quick promotions and raises haven’t developed the deep knowledge or range
of experience to warrant a promotion. Her concern was that this generates less loyalty and
commitment in the workforce, and the employees quickly move on to another agency when they
don’t get a raise or promotion as they expect. “Natalia” talked about this behavior as a great
contrast to the long-term employees who recently retired after thirty and even forty years of
service in similar jobs. She feared her department may be a continual training ground for entry
level employees who “agency-hop,” in her words. These employees are hired by another agency
at incrementally higher level wages or job classifications. After a period of time the employees
apply for higher level positions posted in her unit in order to return at a higher level wage.
“Natalia” sees this practice as time consuming, costly, and is frustrated with the churn. “Brian”
shared a similar sentiment with, “The younger workers are looking for big money and they want
it now.” He smiled and said ironically, given his short tenure as a manager, “They’re just not
interested in paying their dues.” “Tim” summarized implications for the state as an employer
facing a large number of retirements and influx of new hires with different expectations. He
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stated, “It’s easy to say yes, we are going to have a talent shortage, but the people coming in are
totally different and we need to be able to relate to them and retain them.”
The department “Belinda” worked in replaced approximately 80% of the employees as
the result of significant reorganization and a new focus on accountability. The departmental
recruitment strategy was to hire mid-career and late-career employees with deep background
knowledge and the experience to deal with the complex negotiations in client situations. It was
also perceived that experienced employees would stabilize the high turnover rate held prior to the
reorganization. She said bringing in mid-career employees was a highly successful endeavor and
brought the desired stability to the workplace. She noted that with this group there was a need to
extend the initial training period to allow time to proficiency in adapting to the technology used
in the department.
Managers described situations in their agencies where formerly large departments had
been reduced to a single individual with sole responsibility for an essential function. The
changes were ascribed to either declining budget or technology adoption. Regardless of the
cause, it impacted the managers’ ability to facilitate knowledge transfer or even prepare for
succession because there was no successor behind the incumbent. Redistributing the work was
not usually an option due to employee workloads. Since the decision to retire is based on
employee self-disclosure, managers cannot ask employees for that information. In some
instances a manager may have a year or more notice of an employee’s retirement plans and can
develop a successor internally or plan to hire externally if there are no changes to the position.
“Tim” described the challenge of cross training and knowledge transfer when an incumbent is
eligible to retire but has not shared retirement plans:
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For one thing, cross training is challenging because of the volume, but it gets people
involved in things they may not normally be involved in. But we also hit a ceiling on
how much the mentee can participate in until the incumbent leaves. I mean, if we build
all these skills but the person [close to retirement] is still there how can we let the mentee
practice and still get their own work done with no end in sight?
Despite the challenges of uncertain timing and knowledge transfer, “Tim” also discussed
the excitement of managing through the changing workforce demographics and building a new
team as long-term employees retired.
This is new; I’ve never needed to do this before, and actually, as a leader, it’s kind of fun
because you want to chart your own course and leave a legacy, and I feel like I’m putting
a little bit of my stamp on the organization when I do that.
Topic II: Managers’ Practices in Talent Management
Analysis revealed interesting data about how managers perceive talent management and
how they practice planning, recruiting, developing, and engaging employees. In 100% of the
interviews, managers described some type of practice related to talent management. Two-thirds
of the managers in this study described challenges in filling positions, high turnover, and a
scattered approach to employee development. In contrast, one-third of managers articulated a
clear connection between aligning organization and unit goals with a strategic approach to
workforce planning, acquiring, developing, and engaging employees as a means to achieve those
goals. The managers in the latter group described ongoing activities in planning, recruiting, and
employee development to ensure the right people with the right skills were available for key
positions as the organization needed them. These discoveries led me to the first theme in this
topic area.
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Theme 2.1: Practices in planning, recruitment, development, and engagement are
present but not consistently applied. Analysis in this study identified significant variances in
the way managers approached talent management and specific practices in workforce planning,
employee recruitment, development, and engagement. An item of interest that surfaced was the
way managers viewed employee turnover and the variety of responses which turnover generated.
In the following descriptions each of the managers faced situations unique to their
environment in managing workforce planning, employee turnover, and recruitment and staffing
needs. Based on the circumstances described in the interviews, every situation called for a
customized approach to workforce planning and staffing. In some instances, the managers were
filling vacancies as they occurred and considered high turnover a cost of doing business and
inevitable. Other managers were leveraging opportunities presented by changing business
systems and priorities to redesign workforce strategies in a strategic way rather than by
happenstance, and some are waiting out impending retirements before undertaking workforce
planning efforts. In these cases the managers were reacting to conditions and adapting
accordingly to hire staff. Half of the managers interviewed described strategic approaches to
recruiting and hiring staff.
Employee turnover. “Natalia’s” challenges and her concern with new employee turnover
was described earlier in this study, and in contrast, “Alison” was accepting of a high rate of
employee turnover in her department. She described a planned approach to recruiting and
selecting employees in her division. Her management team held a division retreat to discuss
future staffing needs, in which they defined the skills and employee characteristics needed to
address new responsibilities in the unit.
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“Alison” described prior recruitment efforts in reaching out to graduate students to
generate interest in working for state government, but noted there isn’t time to do that anymore.
She described hiring processes that utilized behavioral interviews, and applicants were asked to
complete exercises to demonstrate their abilities to conduct the departmental work. She
emphasized, “We try to balance the need for detail oriented people with the big picture/strategic
thinker styles. We look for interpersonal skills in addition to the capacity for numbers.”
Despite the careful hiring for the right match, the unit experiences a high level of
turnover, which “Alison” ascribes to workplace conditions. The first being that the work is very
intense during the legislative session, whereby employees are on call around the clock to provide
data to legislative proceedings into the early hours of the morning. The second factor is the lack
of internal career advancement opportunities in the unit. With nearly thirty employees in the unit
and three managerial positions, the chances for internal advancement are fairly slim. “Alison”
recognizes that the structure isn’t likely to change because it meets the organizational needs, so
after a few years of intense legislative sessions, the employees begin to look for less stressful
environments and career advancement opportunities. “Alison” accepts employee turnover and
that bringing new people into the organization will always be a large part of her job, She said
that an upside to the turnover is a benefit to the state overall, because the experience employees
receive in her unit has prepared them for leadership roles and many are recruited and hired into
C-suite positions by other agencies.
“Brian” was hired into a small agency in which a high level of turnover prior to his
arrival had left the organization without infrastructure. He shared his experience here.
The areas of finance and technology had been neglected here for a number of years. I
spent a lot of time unraveling bad practices and setting new practices in place. It’s been a
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struggle trying to break the past, set up good rules, internal policies, and follow state
practices. It was a broken organization as far as finance goes. And turnover -- I’ve hired
six accounting staff since I’ve been here.
Remarkably, there are only three accounting positions in “Brian’s” organization. Some
of the turnover he attributes to opportunities elsewhere – one person left for a job in IT, one
person left for a promotion, and another left for redeployment in Afghanistan. In the interview I
asked “Brian” – because he had been primarily in a reactive mode of filling vacancies since he
started the job 2 years earlier – what his thoughts were on being able to find and keep the right
people for the organization? He responded:
Initially, I had in my head the structure that I wanted. I knew I needed separation of
duties for risk mitigation and internal controls. Then I rewrote the job descriptions from
best examples at other agencies. I got the position classified a level higher than it was
before. I was hoping to find someone with state experience already but I opened the
search to external candidates as well.
“Brian” expressed delight in finding a new talent pool to tap into by reaching out to
recently separated veterans with knowledge of accounting. He said, “I found a great employee
from the Naval Reserve. The military experience is great for those in accounting. They bring
just what we need: amazing attention to detail!”
Workforce planning. Although “Brian” started his job filling one vacancy after another
just to get essential work completed, he developed a staffing design once he understood the
organization needs and identified roles and functions that needed to be fulfilled. The staffing
strategy evolved as the business needs and strategy became clearer.
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At another agency, “Marnie” perceived a large turnover in the workforce as an
opportunity to take a more planned approach and create a better match between needed
workforce skills and the new business environment. She described a stable workforce with a
very high employee average number of years of service. One employee had been recently
recognized for forty-five years of service. She explained, “This work appeals to people; when
they come in they want to stay because they interact with the public every day. They are the face
of state government.” “Marnie” discussed her concern that a large numbers of employees were
retirement eligible but had not given notice and could potentially depart at any time. She
reflected, “We’ve had a lot of longevity and a lot of people are talking about leaving now. We
knew this was coming five years ago and we haven’t done a great job with succession planning.”
At the time of the interview, her unit was engaged in a large change process to implement a new
technology based information system. The change impacts all of the business strategies and
processes and the way their unit interacts with other units, the public, and contractors. The new
system will require employees to learn new and more complex skills along with new business
procedures. “Marnie” anticipated a large number of retirements the closer they get to
implementation. She regarded the change driven by new technology as an opportunity for
workforce planning to meet the needs of the new environment:
Our whole information system is changing in the next few years, and the work and
classifications will change too. We should bring in [jobs with] higher levels of skills; that
may be more appealing to people. We have taken not always great people [when hiring]
before. We are looking at making the environment more attractive – they like variety and
more career pathing [sic]. It’s been more about employees finding their own way. I
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mean, if you are looking at doing data entry for the next twenty years, how appealing is
that? It’s hard to recruit into an environment like that.
The project impacted several other units, and there was a strong interest and commitment
from the commissioner’s office to support a strategic approach to change. “Marnie” shared,
“This is a big step for us, to take time for planning and discussions and laying the groundwork
for supervisor inclusion for change management with their direct report employees.” In this
case, the confluence of a new system implementation and a retirement-ready workforce
prompted workforce planning and considerations for recruitment as a by-product of the change
management effort.
“Tim” also had a high percentage of his workforce eligible to retire over the next five
years. He said he was in the midst of thinking about how to deal with that but hasn’t conducted
any formal planning efforts. At the time of the interview, “Tim” discussed reinvigorating long
term staff by offering work variety in new tasks, but an increasing volume of work and pressure
to produce more programs without an increase in staffing makes that a challenge. In anticipation
of filling future vacancies, “Tim” is getting involved with professional organizations and
broadening networks to widen the potential talent pool and described his strategy:
In the macro view, I’m increasing interactions with organizations that may have the talent
we want to bring in. I’m working on increasing relationships and connections, so when
we have openings we have a wider audience of people that may be interested.
Employee recruitment. In another agency, “Rollie” described a strategic approach to
managing turnover and recruitment. “Rollie” had already experienced a significant exodus of
employees due to retirement. He revealed that his agency had the average oldest age of all of the
state agencies and in his unit most employees had twenty-five to thirty years of experience. The
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demand for the services “Rollie’s” unit provides increase sharply when the economic conditions
in the state decline. “Rollie” said, “The economy was in crisis mode and we needed staff who
could produce a lot.” The work of the unit requires employees with law degrees, and prior to the
high demand to bring in new employees and prior to a significant number of retirements, there
was no problem filling one or two vacancies a year. As the demand for more staff increased, the
volume of vacancies influenced a change in recruitment policy and practice. “Rollie” described
this change in the following observation.
We used to have a rule that you needed to be in practice for five years or we wouldn’t
look at you. But I realized some of our best candidates come from recent graduates –
they’re highly talented, really bright, but they don’t have work opportunity because of all
the law schools we have here. Now we advertise in the [specific] schools in addition to
posting on the state job board, and try to get as many candidates as we can so we can get
a high quality talent pool.
“Rollie” reflected on the length of time it takes to identify and select the right slate of
candidates for his unit, and how his perspective on identifying those candidates has changed over
time. He learned from experience that making an intentional decision to put forth the effort and
time to identify the right candidates paid off:
It takes many months for us to get to the talent pool we want. When you take shortcuts in
hiring you really suffer. I used to only want the top people, were they at the top of their
class, on the Law Review, whatever. And now I don’t think that’s the smartest thing to
do. It’s always good to get top people but key components we really look at more
recently and has been successful is, is this person really interested in the job, are they
really excited about it? Have they done some research or homework prior to the interview
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that shows us they aren’t interested just because they don’t have a job or that they want to
get out of the one they’re in? And so we focus on bringing in people who are excited
about the job. If you just go for the top people and they have no real interest other than
it’s just a job. We have hired some really talented people who were hired like that and
they weren’t successful because they didn’t have the desire to do the job.
The perspective “Rollie” shared suggested a differentiated viewpoint about workforce
planning – recruitment and hiring based on experience that set him apart from some of the other
managers who had not yet managed a significant turnover in the existing workforce but were
preparing for the wave to arrive.
Employee development. Managers also approached employee development from wideranging perspectives. The topic of employee development – for themselves and others –
generated the most discussion and passion in the interviews. When discussing employee
development, managers frequently transitioned into discussing their own development needs.
Based on the strength and frequency of this topic, managers’ development became its own theme
and is examined next.
A small centralized training function in the state delivers a core set of classes to both
supervisors and managers in this state government. The classes fulfill a legislative requirement
which must be met for new managers and supervisors to transition from probation to becoming
permanent employees. The centralized training function also delivers leadership development
programs and a variety of programming focused on personal and interpersonal awareness and
growth for increased workplace effectiveness for individuals or teams. The state training unit
operates as a revenue generating department with established pricing and charges the agencies or
divisions that send employees to classes or contract for specific development services. Therefore
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accessibility to development beyond the minimally required courses is limited to those with a
budget to pay for it.
“Natalia” described a vast set of employee development needs in her department and
would like to take advantage of more offerings from the centralized training department. She
said, “Even a two-day class [for one employee] can cost as much as one department’s annual
training budget. How can we open up opportunities across the board [state government]?” In
contrast “Rollie” stated, “We have funds – if I say I need this for training, I get the money. If it’s
$15,000 or $20,000, it’s there.” He said the department also realized significant cost savings
through technology implementation that decreased some staffing requirements, and in turn
translated into dollars for employee development. “Abdul” generates grants each year and said
he always builds budget for staff development into the applications. He stated, “We spend
almost as much as we have to…as much as we can, or need to, because we have a lot of people
that need specialized skills – can’t get around that – but we also spend a fair amount of money on
professional development.”
Resource disparities for employee development. The interview analysis revealed a
common thread among managers that resource disparities exist among agencies and within
agencies for employee development. Three of the managers used the term “haves” and “have
nots” to make resource comparisons between the agency they worked in and other agencies.
Because of the wide range of comments from the interviews, managers were asked to describe
their experience in budgeting for or obtaining access to resources for employee development.
The following breakdown represents managers’ comments on resources for employee
development:


50% of the managers had no information about their agency budget allocation process.
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25% of the managers described access to employee development funds upon request.



25% of the managers described acquiring funds from external sources such as grants, and
dedicating a portion of those funds toward employee development.



50% of the managers described receiving annual allocation in their divisions and managing
the funds accordingly for staffing or development needs.

The percentages represent overlapping responses from managers who contributed in more than
one topic area; percentages were not intended to total 100%.
All of the managers interviewed considered employee development a positive and
tangible strategy that can be utilized to benefit employees and the organization in some way.
Managers described employee development in multiple terms: as an incentive tool, an employee
engagement tool, as part of an onboarding program, for ongoing skill and expertise development,
for standardizing procedures and establishing a common knowledge base among employees
within a unit, to fill an education need not available through higher education, and to advance
employee job competencies. In the majority of the interviews, development was described as a
discrete event or intervention to address a specific situation. One manager had developed an
end-to-end onboarding through knowledge transfer system to ensure early engagement and skill
building for new employees, regularly scheduled performance feedback and future development
conversations, quarterly and annual training events, and opportunities for employees to
disseminate learning at conferences and professional gatherings and to bring knowledge back
and develop other employees. “Jules” stated, “We never turn a request down for training and we
send people to training. We already staff people who need to learn into positions that are at risk
for retirement so when the time comes, there is no black hole.” “Inez” asked all of her managers
to talk to their employees and identify training needs. She related, “I found some managers
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didn’t follow through in training plans, [so] this year I am putting aside what we need for budget
and first come, first served.” “Inez” said there was a lack of understanding among employees
that a development budget is available. She indicated she would like employee development
promoted in her department with the statement, “One of our tactics, along with performance
reviews— we should also have the development conversation and I’d like to see more intentional
and meaningful development.” Overall there was a notable absence of linkage between
workforce planning and employee development tied to business needs or as part of an integrated
talent management strategy, at the managerial, agency, or statewide level.
Performance management. Performance management represented an area where
practices vary widely and the continuum of managerial approaches ranged from low employee
interaction to very high employee interaction. Managers on the low end of the scale
demonstrated a desire to avoid conflict, lack of confidence in their skills to effectively hold a
performance conversation, or just not wanting to hurt feelings. On the low intervention end of
the scale, some managers indicated they were hesitant to communicate to employees when they
got off track and needed feedback and redirection. “Alison” said, “I feel more comfortable in
coaching conversations with new people than with former peers, or in having corrective
conversations.” “Natalia” made a generalized statement regarding the state government as a
whole, “We just don’t have enough difficult conversations; provide ongoing feedback to
employees,” rather than describing her own methods. However a strong desire to avoid conflict
was revealed when “Natalie” described a situation she had with a problem employee and how
she dealt with it.
We have ‘ways’ (her fingers made quotation marks in the air) to deal with problem
employees that won’t go away. I once sent someone on mobility [project in another
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agency] and had it made into a permanent assignment. I contacted another director that I
knew and suggested a great employee she might be able to use. It worked!”
When asked how “Natalie” had discussed the situation with the employee prior to the
mobility assignment, she responded, “It was really a tense situation. She had applied for my job
and didn’t get it. There were no other opportunities for her here, so I created a better fit for her.”
Other managers expressed holding conversations with employees in a supportive
environment to understand what might be impeding employee performance. “Tim” described a
series of conversations held with an employee and related:
Sometimes people are just not a good fit, and they act out, and after going through several
meetings, this person doesn’t want to work here anymore, so I coached her on how to do
her resume and network, and talked to HR. The discipline approach doesn’t make sense
if they really don’t want to be here but we don’t have other alternatives – like sending
employees [to a career center] to make a better match for this person for another type of
position.
Despite recognition that the employee was not performing up to standards and wanted to
find another position, “Tim” allowed the non-performing employee to continue in the position
while using work time to proceed with a job search. I asked how that was playing out in the unit
with other employees, and he said it wasn’t great but he didn’t know what else to do.
Quantifiable measures for employee performance were in place where managers held
direct conversations with employees about performance. The presence of the measures appeared
to give managers the confidence to hold the discussions because the guidelines and expectations
were clear. “Belinda” said, “We can address timeliness and backlog issues because we have data
on cases and their status.” Another manager, “Rollie,” said:
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We have standards for timeliness and quality…if they don’t meet those, they won’t be
extended. It’s the people who are complaining that aren’t performing…we talk to them
about their numbers, then we have a corrective action plan, sometimes – with
experienced staff – I am open to any options. If you can’t keep up with a reduced case
load, then we go through disciplinary action and then ultimately, discharge.
The interview with “Jules” reflected the highest end of the spectrum with his description
of defining expectations and holding staff accountable in the entire organization.
People, performance management – these present the largest challenges personally. The
higher the demand is for intellectual work, it becomes harder and more subjective to
measure. I have a one-on-one every week or two weeks with subordinates so we have no
surprises. Less than desirable behavior gets a letter of expectations over 30, 60, 90 days
or else a mid-term review of non-satisfactory. Some people just don’t get it. Some leave
by choice and some not by choice. I have a senior project manager who says ‘I do
exactly [what you want]’ and I say, ‘no, you are a senior level person and that includes
the ability to think. So if you are a great taskmaster and you don’t think, that’s not the
level of performance I need.’ Some people work through the ranks and are never held
accountable; we hold people accountable in this organization.
There was a continuum of managerial practices that were described in the interviews.
“Jules” and “Rollie” defined performance management practices that were initiated early on as
part of employee engagement. In contrast they also followed through in managing nonperformers out of the organization. This was a skill set which most managers identified as
something they would like to do better but didn’t know how. Several managers voiced
frustration with the process for addressing non-performance. Performance management was

57
considered a risk in either of two ways: (1) firing someone was not always supported in the
organization; and (2) working through the protocol and steps was so lengthy and time consuming
they couldn’t spare the energy that could be expended elsewhere. Performance management is
examined in more depth in Topics three and four in the subsequent sections of this analysis.
Employee engagement and retention. One of the goals of the study was to understand
managers’ perceptions of talent management therefore when conducting interviews I did not
offer my own definitions of employee recognition, engagement, and retention unless a
participant asked me to clarify meanings for them as part of the interview. I believed it was
important to obtain insights into the managers’ perceptions by listening to how they defined and
described their practices and to draw meaning from their responses. Specific questions on
recognition, retention, or engagement produced mixed responses from the managers.
Approximately 75% of the managers prefaced replies with comments such as, “I think that’s an
area we can improve,” or “That’s not something we do enough of.” One of the managers who
experienced high turnover in her unit immediately identified the state classification and
compensation structures as primary factors affecting employee retention. Other managers
described challenges of keeping long term employees inspired and motivated over a number of
years spanning the employee lifecycle. Overall, the topic of recognition and rewards produced
less data than other topics in the interviews.
A formal policy identified in the state established a requirement for agencies to set aside
budget to distribute quarterly employee recognition awards of monetary value. While this is a
formal recognition and reward system in the state, the managers in this study viewed the
monetary achievement awards positively, yet recognized these were limited to a few employees
per year in any given agency. In the absence of other established recognition systems, managers
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identified other innovative and no-cost efforts to recognize employee contributions. Four
managers described mentioning recognition for employee effort or achievement in the
department newsletter. “Tim” described an award he designed to recognize good work for the
“dog” projects when an employee had “dogged their way through a tough project.” He also
discussed how important it is to recognize individuals who provide support to projects in
addition to the lead workers. “Tim” stated “I need to do a better job of recognizing the people
whose work isn’t on the front line. It’s not the just the project leader who did the good job.”
“Brian” shared another perspective in his remark:
You have to get key people in positions and I try to treat my staff in a respectful manner.
If you want to retain help you have to have respect. For the holidays, at Christmas,
everyone got a little something, like having chocolate in my office.
“Natalia” described engaging long-term employees in the agency where she works:
Our agency likes inter-divisional experiences and committees – team projects that
contribute to leadership development. It’s a challenge to keep eighteen to twenty-year
employees interested and engaged so we put them in the role of delivering training and
cross-training to newer employees. And you know, people learn by watching. We have
some mentoring programs with HR doing the matching. So you get to meet other people
and a lot of really good conversations have occurred around employee engagement
challenges. They have a chance to discuss/ask about difficult work assignments, how to
handle difficult customers.
A participatory environment is what “Belinda” perceives as important to employee
engagement and retention, “I think it is essential for the group to be part of the process for
changing things, rather than just top down decision-making.”
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“Rollie” described his thoughts on retention by reflecting on competitive salaries: “One
[issue] is money – we can’t compete – compared to local units of government we are still low.”
He went on to say he expects some employees will move on and others will leave and return
after exploring other employers.
There was one employee, one of the best performers we had ever seen. I told her ‘If you
are still here in five years you and I may both be disappointed because you won’t be
challenged [spending] your entire career here.’ Others think the grass is greener
somewhere else and I encourage them to go try it out. Sometimes they come back after
they realize we can offer things like regular schedules and great benefits they can’t find
elsewhere.
“Abdul” reflects a holistic talent management perspective and believes an employeefocused environment will retain key talent.
That’s what really keeps people engaged; giving people a lot of autonomy, working with
the University on projects like that. Ultimately, you are going to hang on to people that
are engaged. The research indicates it’s not only money, it’s about your boss and do you
get to do what you need to do and it’s of interest to you. You can’t underestimate who
you hire and how you wish to retain them is. At the end of the day, people are the work
and that’s just the way it goes, especially in state government.
“Jules” sees his role as critical in keeping employees engaged. He is reflective about
what kind of environment he wants to work in and how to create that for employees by tapping
into his own motivators.
Keeping high performers interested? If you give them the door they can walk in. If I can
create a new interest or new challenge, [I tell them] go ahead! We did a culture
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assessment and looked at employee motivation and participation. Another way to get
people involved and motivated – I think [to myself] what makes me drive faster to work
in the morning and what makes me drive more slowly home, other than traffic?
The insights represented in Theme 1 span a continuum of perspectives in talent
management. Theme 2 explores inspirations that influenced managers’ perceptions and practices
in talent management.
Theme 2.2: Managers were inspired by both good and poor role models in talent
management. The question presented to managers during the interview about what influenced
their approaches to talent management produced an array of responses in which the participants
visibly changed tone, posture, facial expressions, and energy. The responses ranged from deep
personal reflection of how they learned from others and self-defined philosophy based on beliefs
and principles to emulating great role models or an aversion to poor ones. Each participant had a
story, when combined with the others, elevated this as a significant theme.
“Marnie” shared a notable story of the influence and legacy from a previous manager.
Probably the most influential is that I’ve been able to work by chance, not choice, for
some great female leaders. I learned so much from having such a positive female role
influence; to see what they say, how they react, in certain situations. I don’t think you go
into it saying this is my opportunity to learn, but I respected the person and respected
what was important to me because we share the same beliefs. I worked for someone for
nine years and we were total opposites and I learned so much. And when she left she
said, ‘You are ready to step up.’ She gave me such a gift and confidence in myself that I
wasn’t able to see. I think it’s important to have someone along the way that’s going to
recognize you. It’s amazing how powerful that really is and how the little things along
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the way can make or break you. Taking the time to listen and give feedback – those are
meaningful.
“Alison” developed a big smile during this part of the interview as she shared, “I had a
great manager – he was so good with people and situations. I learned so much from him. He
was my hero! I tried to do what he did, to adopt his style.” “Abdul” indicated he was inspired by
managers who gave him freedom to do what he does best and allowed him to develop others
behind him.
I [have] worked for a director for 14 years and she has a lot of confidence in letting me
go to work, create, and develop how we make something better. I have never taken a
position that existed before. I like to come into a space, create something new. I try to
identify someone who is a good successor and bring them in to get them set up. [I look
around to] see who might be a good fit and then make a plan to start to develop them.
Other managers, like “Tim” described things that influenced him as a young man in high
school, long before he entered the workplace.
All of my family is teachers so I want everyone to grow. Classroom knowledge provided
a great foundation and I couldn’t do my job without that foundation. I need that
foundation to be credible. I guess my other development is based on experiences, but the
best is mentoring and modeling. I have had them, not even related to this job. My best
mentor was a basketball coach who instilled in me what I didn’t know I had and a greater
awareness of my potential. In my first job, I had mentors near retirement and they
shared, were willing to share their knowledge because I was committed to the work.
“Jules” discussed the value of introspection, learning from every source, and asking for
feedback as important influences.
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I debrief myself every day; those who walked before me that I learned from. I tell
everyone in this organization if you haven’t learned something every day, you’re dead.
So I say clearly you always need to learn something or check your pulse. I have no
shame in learning and admitting to failure because then I can learn something. I have had
lots of external influences, military days, all of my former managers. Every one of my
previous managers is a good role model for me. I observed them, learned from them,
imitated what worked for them, and listened to things they told me, including my current
manager. She told me one day, ‘You want to avoid those things because this is how other
people look at that.’ So I tell everyone, ‘Tell me what you think, you have to say in order
for me to change.’
In two interviews the managers paused as they thought about influences shaping their
perceptions and practices in talent management. One of the managers didn’t identify a specific
individual or situation, but indicated most of the development was from watching and modeling
what was done well by others. The manager added, “But I think it was mostly having bad
managers and knowing I didn’t want to do what they did.” This was echoed by another
participant as he described bad managers that influenced him more than good ones. A third
participant thought of himself as a manager with good instincts for the job and for dealing with
people but had not considered others’ influences on his practices.
I don’t know how I know. I don’t know that I had a mentor as an example. For me, I
come from – everything I try to do is common sense, street smarts. I don’t have to try. It
is what it is – I don’t have to do anything. When I first came out here from [former
agency] everyone was sorry to see me go and now, they want to know if I have any
openings.
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“Inez” emphasized she was not hired for technical knowledge in the work of the
organization; but that she was selected to provide leadership and direction.
I don’t have that particular skill set [of the people I lead], so I need to rely on my team for
that knowledge. What I think I bring to the organization is visioning, the org (sic)
development piece, and recognition that I want to utilize the people and the talents they
bring to the team with the recognition that if I don’t we would all fail. I care more about
the success of the organization instead of my own success.
“Rollie” described the rewards talent management brought to his work:
I do a lot of things that I can point to on a resume for myself and say, ‘Oh, I’ve
accomplished this, you know, we’ve done this, or we got this national award or things
like that. And you know those things are fine for a resume, but when I think of it for
myself, what’s my greatest accomplishment? And I look around at my staff and we’ve
really changed the culture here, and I’m really the most proud of the team we’ve
assembled and trained to do the work which I think is really important work for the state.
And that’s by far, by leaps and bounds, what I’m proudest of having done here in this job.
I examined the data to see if there were significant differences between participant
responses of varying age groups or years of experience in management regarding influence of
role models. The analysis showed that managers with less than six years of experience more
frequently described role models they did not want to emulate as influencing their current
practices. The managers with more than eight years of experience shared role models from a
variety of contexts as well as other events that shaped their current practices.
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Topic III: Factors Perceived as Limiting Talent Management
Factors considered limiting to talent management arose early throughout the discussions
with managers. The first theme identified resources, or lack of them, in managers’ internal units
or agencies. This theme evolved from discussions focused on employee development and
knowledge transfer. The second theme attributed lack of statewide system infrastructure as a
major hindrance that imposed limitations.
Theme 3.1: Barriers to workforce planning and talent management were identified
as lack of time, budget and sufficient staff. Determination of resources dedicated to employee
development is conducted at the agency or unit level within an agency and each manager
described a different scenario of how decisions to invest in development are made. Managers
must make decisions depending on leadership of the agency in which they work as well as the
type and sources of funding to which they have access. Some agencies receive only state budget
allocation while others receive federal program funds in addition to state allocation.
Opportunities arise to take advantage of competitive grants for certain audiences as well. The
effect is that managers do not have a predictable or reliable set of resources for employee
development funds in any given year. This results in disparities within and across state agencies
in approaches to employee development.
With the centralized training function operating as a self-supporting unit, there is a charge
for each course to cover expenses; this can greatly impact a manager’s budget. “Natalia”
described it this way: “Even a two-day class for a few employees can cost as much as one
agency’s annual training budget.” “Tim” echoed the sentiment with this statement: “By de facto
we don’t have a lot of money for training in a lot of cases. There just isn’t the budget to do
training.” “Belinda” said: “There are a lot of factors of time and money associated with
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professional development and that is kind of a luxury.” These statements contrast with prior
descriptions of how “Rollie” and “Abdul” acquire and secure resources for employee
development by simply asking for what they determine is necessary or by utilizing grant funds.
Managers identified lack of time as a barrier to talent management, as they reported units
operating with insufficient staff to allow time for activities beyond carrying out essential
departmental functions. “Brian” discussed the challenges of simply tending to his own
development needs in the following statement:
Training? It’s literally having the time to be able to do those things. I am so behind. I
did Supervisory Core a couple of years ago and I can’t do Managerial Core [because of
time]. If I can get a day or week of vacation it’s hard coming back to deal with all of the
stuff that’s here waiting and piling up.
“Tim” discussed his challenge of balancing the need for cross training with reduced staffing and
single incumbents in key roles:
Cross training or knowledge transfer is challenging because of the volume [of training
needed] and we are asked to do so much more. We are constantly asked to do more and
more without any increase in staffing. There is no one as successor to train or fill in
because we have been reduced so much.
“Marnie” reflected on time limitations as she prepared her division for a major implementation
project:
As we are looking at our organizational readiness for change and our current
organizational structure, I think our supervisors have too many staff reporting to them.
Some have twenty, thirty direct reports. I think we have to figure out a better way and I
know there’s always ‘not getting more staff.’ It’s just too hard to manage that many
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people. You know, leaders are working supervisors so how do they manage what they
have to do and be a leader too? Really, how do you pull yourself out of the work and be
a leader too?
“Inez” also discussed how lack of time influences employee learning and workplace culture:
[The survey raised] issues like flexibility, mentoring, coaching, employee development,
more intentional planning, innovation time….work is an all-project-based environment –
always go-go-go, no exploration time. We need time to just learn and reflect.
Performance coaching, 360 feedback, how we communicate a message, how to attract,
recruit…we have so little time to think about those things; [we’re] just trying to get the
work done.
Beyond immediate resources of time, budget, and staffing, a second and larger theme
emerged describing how statewide systems, infrastructure, and agency HR staff support their
work. In early interviews I noted statements that began with, “It would be great if” and “I wish
the state had” and “There should be a way to…” By the end of the interviews nearly every
manager had referenced a statewide system or lack of infrastructure, which if improved, would
support managers’ talent management practices; this led to Theme 2.
Theme 3.2: Outdated systems, lack of infrastructure, and varying agency HR
practices were considered primary factors limiting talent management practices.
References to limitations were embedded throughout the interview transcripts so this theme was
built from clustering small details around a larger topic that identified limitations, then
identifying the factor associated with the limitations. Table 2 illustrates the factors and
limitations that framed and supported this theme.
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Table 2
Factors Limiting Talent Management Practices
Factors

Limitations

Statewide systems






Compensation
Salary schedules
Wage compression
Impacts ability to attract candidates
Difficult to retain employees
Technical professional staff making more than supervisors




Classification system
Mismatch between skill requirements and compensation
levels
Limited progression into higher classifications
Lacking cross-referenced skills for career movement






Career planning and pathways
Lack of career exploration, planning, or assessments
Lack of fit produces performance, morale issues
Managers unclear of role in career development support
Not tied to employee development plans



Infrastructure and process












Hiring process
Outdated applicant technology system
Managers unclear on hiring guidelines and recommended
practices
Protracted time to fill jobs (obtaining position approval,
position posting, applicant screening)
Starting wage determinations differ among agencies
Employee onboarding
Defined and practiced at agency level or left to supervisor to
define and implement
Need for overview of state government employment, and
guiding statutes at centralized level
Performance management
Limited guidance from agency HR offices
Perceived as onerous, time consuming
Limited support for managers with questions on:
o Defining performance measures

68
Factors

Varying practices among
agency HR offices

Limitations
o Performance review process
o Feedback, coaching, and redirecting behaviors
o Employee development
o Progressive discipline
o Dealing with underperformers
o Recognition
o Ongoing motivation
o Retention
o Knowledge transfer


Lack of standard procedures
o Writing job descriptions
o Classifications
o Hiring
o Starting wages
o Performance review tools, best practices
o Rewards, recognition



Limited support/knowledge base
o Recruitment
o Hiring
o Affirmative Action, ADA, inclusion
o Engagement
o Employee development

The compensation structure was perceived as a significant factor limiting talent
management. Managers described the limitations in the compensation system and the impact on
the ability to attract or keep employees, noting that cities and county units of government offered
higher compensation schedules than the state. “Tim” described how salary constraints impact
the organization’s competitive edge when hiring the second choice candidate.
There was one situation where we couldn’t go beyond the current salary schedule for
someone we wanted to hire. We ended up hiring the second choice candidate who will
do an adequate job but I’m not here to do adequate; I want excellence and that’s hard.
The first candidate would have easily helped advance the organization and move ahead.
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The second choice won’t take us as far. HR needs to be thinking about how we can be
more competitive in making starting wages for experienced and highly skilled people.
“Abdul” and “Jules” expressed concern about not only losing first choice candidates but
also about losing potential employees that never apply due to salary ranges. “Abdul” said: “It’s
not that we aren’t keeping good talent, but it’s the ones that we could be getting but we never see
because of the starting wages that makes us less of a consideration.” Jules commented:
People haven’t turned down job offers, but just don’t apply because we post the salary
range with the job. And even now we need to hire at mid-high levels in the salary ranges
because we can’t bring in low skills or performers – it takes too long to build those skills
and we need them now.
Wage compression occurs when employees reach the top of the salary schedule within
their job classification and no longer receive annual progression increases while employees in
lower or mid-range steps receive annual progression increases on the schedule. This can affect
managers as well as technical professionals, administrative, and all other employee categories.
The only raises available are general adjustment increases if approved by the legislature. In the
state government that was the subject of this study, there had been no general adjustments to
managerial wages for more than five years. As non-managerial employees received annual
adjustments based on labor agreements, some ultimately earned more than managers who
supervise them. “Natalia” described the effect this has had on her unit: “I have some technical
professionals who are making twice as much as their bosses. It creates a different take on
supervision and management. People turn down promotions because there isn’t enough money
for the level of responsibilities.” One manager described being at a loss on how to keep long-
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term staff motivated and engaged when raises were no longer available as top salaries had been
reached.
Closely tied to compensation is the job classification system. Managers identified a lack
of flexibility for employees at the top of their professional work classifications. A comment
from “Abdul” referenced a “mismatch between the skills needed for a particular job and the
compensation levels for most classifications.” Remarks from the managerial focus groups
claimed: “It takes too long for employees to advance into higher levels of classification, so
people leave and come back for jobs in higher classifications.” Several managers shared
“Tim’s” view that it is “too difficult to get positions upgraded” and they were uncertain how to
hold on to employees when staff is at the top of their classification and salary range.
The state application tracking system was perceived as a hindrance in the hiring process.
The current applicant tracking system was referred to as “antiquated.” And, while the
technology was generally recognized as outdated, the greater dissatisfaction was attributed to the
hiring process itself. From getting a position posted to the completion of a job offer, employee
hiring was identified as another system gap in the participant interviews and echoed in the
secondary data from the strategic planning focus group. Hiring a new employee was described
as “cumbersome,” “takes too long,” and “requires too many signatures.” There are specific steps
that must be followed to ensure compliance with state statutes that require a fair and open hiring
process based on applicant merit. However the length of time and the support managers
experienced over the course of the hiring process varied by agency HR office.
A lack of career services and of defined career pathways were prominent topics in
interviews and in the secondary data from the strategic planning focus groups. Managers voiced
a need for career planning, assessment, and placement services to create a “good fit” between

71
employees and jobs. They expressed that when a mismatch occurs between employees and jobs,
there is no system in place to explore what a better fit might be. “Tim” exemplified this as he
discussed a quandary he faced with that situation. He described frustration with insufficient
options to address the issue and his belief that the state will need to develop a plan for future
talent management.
I hope the state as an organization takes a step back and takes a look at this. We’re going
to have lots of people leaving. How do we capitalize on their knowledge, and if people
are in a place where they’re not a good fit, how can we place people where they will fit,
because we won’t have the luxury of trying to fit a square peg in a round hole. We have
to really manage our resources at a higher level than we are now.
“Jay” said that when he took on his managerial role there was low morale due to a lack of
development and advancement opportunities in the unit. He asked employees where they wanted
their career paths to go, what they wanted to develop, and said he would support them. “Jay”
said his employees had no idea how to identify development related to career advancement and
that he saw his role as approving training but it was up to the employees to identify and take
action on it.
New employee orientation and onboarding at all levels was perceived as an ideal time to
inform new employees about the state as a large employer with many opportunities across all
agencies, to introduce career pathways and planning resources, and to engage and retain
employees with the vision of a career in state government instead of “just a job at one agency.”
All of the interview participants had experienced an administration change and a new
cabinet of appointed leaders who were their new agency leaders. “Natalia” described finding
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herself in an uncomfortable role with a new commissioner that could have been avoided if an
executive onboarding process had been conducted.
“Abdul” described ways agencies and staff is affected when executive leaders aren’t
provided essential organization and system information at the onset of their appointments:
At the executive level I think there’s an opportunity to be more strategic and pragmatic in
terms of how that’s [onboarding] executed, because the wrong person in the wrong spot
can really slow down the efficiency of the organization. Appointed leaders need to
understand there’s a lot of mechanics around budgets, how they work, and there are a lot
of processes and procedures that go along with that and priorities don’t always line up
when the new leaders have a different agenda. I think the whole topic of talent
management is missing from that [executive] level down to the next level of leadership.
Six of the managers shared that they felt unprepared for and uncertain about how to
manage employee performance problems. The reasons were cited as lacking access to
performance management tools and knowledge of practical methods. A standard theme in the
conversation was that of receiving inconsistent information from the agency HR offices.
Performance management is perceived as very cumbersome and time consuming and the length
of time and effort required to invest in firing an employee was considered a significant barrier.
The elements that contributed to these scenarios were cited as protracted labor agreement
hearings and procedures, lack of HR assistance navigating through documentation and
substantiation, and high workload demands that put managers in a situation of choosing either
their work or to invest the time and effort in the documentation and follow through required to
advance through disciplinary steps toward dismissal. Despite the fact that each of the managers
expressed awareness that not managing performance issues decreased the overall level of morale
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and productivity, the investment of time and effort appeared as an overwhelming obstacle that
prevented many managers from taking action. “Marnie” summed up the performance
management conundrum with this perspective:
It’s a long process when you’re dealing with performance and I have a lot of supervisors
that get really tired with the amount of time it takes to deal with performance problems
and the amount of effort it takes on their part. We have our share of performance
problems here at [agency] and it takes a dedicated supervisor to understand that there is a
light at the end of the tunnel. In the middle of the process it’s pretty challenging, and I
understand why some supervisors just say, ‘I’m not even going to take that on.’
A lack of clarity stemming from undocumented procedures, inconsistent management
tools, information resources, or uniform practices from agency or enterprise HR emerged as
significant factors limiting talent management for managers. Agency HR support was not
identified by managers as a significant source of support in talent management. Two of the 12
managers interviewed described access to informed, helpful HR assistance when needed.
Contrasting data from participant interviews and strategic planning focus group data indicated
the manner in which agency HR offices interpreted policies, provided structure, documented
processes, or delivered guidance to managers varied across agencies. Inconsistent practices led
to confusion among managers about what was expected of them in hiring, managing
performance, disciplining, or rewarding employees, and also raised questions about how
decisions are made for job classifications or starting wages in hiring.
The varying practices within and across agencies generated belief among managers of a
“secret book of HR rules.” Managers’ comments indicated a lack of guidance from HR in
navigating the hiring, performance management, and reward systems, and perceptions that HR

74
offices “acted as gatekeepers” and “didn’t understand managers’ jobs.” These were reflected by
comments such as, “there is no flexibility in writing job postings; we are forced into class specs,”
and “HR staff is too conservative – like the Oracle at Delphi, they make us guess,” and “HR staff
will not help us navigate the system.” One manager stated, “There is a secret book of HR rules –
we don’t know what they are and they [HR] won’t tell us. It’s a guessing game.” Another
manager stated, “HR practice is inconsistent across the agencies.” Managers indicated belief that
a stronger procedural infrastructure and consultative support for managers from the HR
community, along with addressing policy issues of compensation and classification, would
enhance the employment brand for the state government in this study.
Topic IV: Elevating Talent Leadership in State Government
Despite perceived limitations to talent management within Avalon’s state government,
there was a sense of genuine enjoyment each derived from their work and an admiration for the
employees they manage. Managers also recognized that, while they were often considered
technical experts in their fields of work, there weren’t many opportunities for growth in other
areas of management and leadership. Many described a sense of isolation and the need for and
value of interaction with peers on a regular basis.
Managers described the benefits of development experiences. The value of opportunities
to connect with state peers in both formal and informal interactions was brought up 10 of the 12
participants. The ability to network, exchange information and ideas, and share information on
successes, failures, and lessons learned among peers in both formal and informal settings was
perceived as very valuable and time well spent. “Abdul” discussed the value of cross-agency
leadership development programs:
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We are heavy users of the state programs and we engage professional consultants because
there are a lot of good people out there, too. The state is its own culture and organization,
and the more those opportunities are available – one of the greatest advantages of the
state programs is to meet other people addressing the same issues. You can look and find
they are all working on the same road and it’s much wider than we think it is, and there’s
a lot of latitude in getting things accomplished beyond our own single vision.
“Tim” offered this perspective on the value of peer interaction:
One of the reasons we need to invest in training and development is that it’s so easy to
become insular in our thinking and provincial in our views. So it’s important to get
exposed to the latest trends, new ideas, and the newest perspectives on what the industry
is doing. I would really love if there were more exchanging ideas of successes and
failures in a safe environment, but not a workshop. It would be nice if we had a better,
informal network among state managers. I would like to exchange ideas and help
managers move around and take mobility assignments, to learn, engage, and develop
someone to fill behind you. Think about it; being somewhere twenty-five years is good,
but if you went somewhere else where you were the novice, it would be a great
perspective to develop yourself a lot more.
Theme 4.1: Developing talent leadership abilities is a high priority for managers.
Development became a central theme of this case study. As the interview data was analyzed and
coded, it was surprising to see how participants had worked the need for development into nearly
every response over the course of the interview. As themes from subsequent interviews were
compared, managerial development grew larger in comparison to other themes. Development
was also a prevalent theme in the secondary data obtained from strategic planning and
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curriculum design focus groups. Conversations with managers generated enthusiasm, passion,
and a hunger for new skills that would allow them to increase the effectiveness of daily
interactions with staff. Not one participant described the need for better skills in accounting, IT,
policy development, or technical skills related to a profession. The skills managers cited for
their development needs were focused on talent management and included the ability to increase
communication effectiveness, deliver coaching and feedback, guide employee development, and
manage effective selection and deployment. Table 3 summarizes topics and subtopics managers
identified they believed would support and enhance their abilities to manage talent.
Table 3
Summary of Development Needs Identified by Managers
Development Topics
Leadership development

Subtopics as Identified by Managers




360 assessments and leadership competency
development
Coaching skills
Mentoring skills

Conflict management




Managing challenging situations
Building trust with employees

Change management




How to support employees through change
How to plan effective restructuring

Communication



Delivering key information clearly and concisely

Recruitment and hiring









Finding talent
Writing job descriptions
Hiring process and guidelines
Behavioral interviewing
Assessing candidate skills for job match
Understanding affirmative action in hiring
Utilizing internships

Performance management





Establishing performance metrics and outcomes
Assessing performance
Feedback for redirection and underperformance
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Development Topics

Workforce and career development,
talent deployment

Subtopics as Identified by Managers







Coaching for recognition
Recognizing high achievers
Meaningful performance reviews
Managing employee exits
Understanding and using rewards
Managing up








Succession planning
Knowledge transfer
Matching jobs needs and employee skills
Redeployment options for better job fit
How to grow talent and develop employees
Using mobility assignments as cross-training
opportunities
Assessing for supervisory capabilities
Career coaching



Employee Engagement










New and refresher courses






How to be motivating and inspiring
How to create an engaging culture
How to keep good people through success
How to allow creativity; develop new systems,
programs
How to create the environment you want to work
in
How to demonstrate transparency
How to recognize what’s important to individuals
How to incorporate work life balance
Emerging trends for managers
Updates in HR, labor relations, and employment
practices
Managerial Core refreshers
Supervisory Core refreshers

“Rollie’s” comments embodied the scope, need, and desire for skills development for all
of the managers:
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If there were a part two for senior leadership development, I would say to focus more on
specific skill development, like hiring, discipline, working with problem staff – some
things that are touched on in managerial core classes – but there isn’t enough time
devoted to how do you recruit, attract, select, deal with problems, and specifics on pay
plans. There’s no time for real case studies, or how to use coaching before it becomes a
discipline [problem] or a low performer who’s checked out. I tried coaching this one
employee for years and years and how do you re-motivate someone like that; we should
have gotten rid of him. How do we get rid of people? I’ve never been given any
guidance on how do you coach someone. It would be good to get more guidance in how
to be a better manager/coach with real specifics. You are hitting on an important topic
that has been neglected in the state for years, and I think it’s the most valuable thing we
can do, is to do a better job attracting and retaining good talent for the state.
Other comments noted the need to develop interpersonal and communication skills,
particularly around delivering feedback and coaching. “Jules” offered his perspective on skills
needed for effective management:
All managerial work is inter-relational skills. All technical skills – a programmer, project
manager – anyone who works for me needs to know how to do their job better than me
but I need the interpersonal skills to give them the triggers to do their job, and to remove
the obstacles, and make life easier for them so they can do the best they can. I think
those types of courses that develop your personal skills are actually what makes you as a
manager much more successful, because if you develop yourself, you can develop others.
When I was in the service we had to debrief every day. So you learn that skill, you learn
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to debrief – and how to give a message and how to receive a message. So those are the
really soft skills that managers must develop in order to succeed.
“Inez” shared a similar list of topics and the challenges of developing skills with her
comment: “Performance coaching, 360s, the communication side and how we communicate the
message; how to attract, how to recruit. We have so little time to think about those things, we’re
just trying to get the work done.” And “Belinda” simply said, “It’s hard to know how to be an
inspiring leader. It would be nice to know more about that.”
The data suggests a sizeable gap between managers’ need and desire for classes, tools,
peer coaching, support opportunities, and other development, and the availability of or access to
these resources either from agency HR offices or from the enterprise HR office. This was
compounded by limitations of time and budget for development.
Theme 4.2: System change in enterprise HR is focused on talent management. The
data in this theme was collected from documentation of the enterprise HR office strategic
planning that occurred in 2012. As a confidentiality measure to protect the identity of the state
government in this study the strategic planning document was not cited, however the following
excerpts reveal the substantive framework of the plan. The mission statement reflected a
commitment to “strategic HR solutions that support business needs.” The goal of the strategic
plan was to “positively influence the state’s ability to attract, develop, and retain key talent.”
Four supporting strategies were listed to advance the goal:


Establish key metrics in talent management.



Align policies to support agency HR and talent management practices.



Address systems barriers to talent management.



Develop a marketing strategy based on value proposition for state government employment.
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The large change initiatives that evolved from strategic planning were dependent on
additional resources to advance. Financial infusions were required to upgrade outdated
technology applications, and staffing resources were necessary to add expertise and capacity to
the enterprise HR division. A proposal for funding to support the agenda was brought before the
2013 state legislative session. The result of the legislative session supporting the enterprise HR
strategic plan is summarized below. This information was available in a state record of the
legislative session however is not cited here to maintain confidentiality of the state government.
The changes in the laws that affected talent management capacity for this state government
included these changes, among many:


major compensation reform initiative and study;



Governor’s salary is no longer static and salary caps tied to governor’s salary were removed;



funding allocated for statewide applicant tracking system replacement; and



funding for staff in enterprise HR division for increased service capacity and to implement
future planned talent management systems and initiatives.
Further advancement was made through actions that did not require legislation. The

enterprise HR office examined opportunities to provide guidance to agencies to adopt practices
to support talent management. Highlights of these opportunities include:


Budget planning guidance recommended dedicated funds for employee and leadership
development as an important tool for attracting and retaining employees.



A leadership competency model with 360 degree leadership assessments was acquired and
integrated into leadership programs at all employee levels, including senior executives.
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Guidelines were established for all state employees to participate in performance reviews and
development goal annually, and state agencies report completion rates into the governor’s
office as an accountability measure.
The theme of system change focused on talent management is supported by the enterprise

HR strategic plan framework and goals. Although this case study was focused on managers’
practices in talent management, I believed it was also important to provide context for changes
occurring in the state’s enterprise HR office. Progress made toward policy alignment, an
accountability framework, and the level of resource commitment is evidence of change toward
an integrated talent management framework that will benefit HR, managers, and all employees.
Summary of Findings
This case study provided insight into Avalon’s state government environment and the
systems, processes, policies, and relationships that influence talent management practices. The
four overarching topics and supporting themes conveyed a sense of how working in the public
sector means a level of scrutiny and transparency in the environment. A certain level of
disruption in state government occurred when administrations changed and created dynamic
shifts in leadership and rippled throughout agencies. Overall, managers expressed a deep
commitment and dedication to public service that contributed to the quality of life for the entire
state.
Changing demographics related to age were prominent in discussions about changes in
the workplace. The large numbers of employees already retired or near retirement on one end of
the continuum presented a loss in experience and organizational knowledge. The work
preferences of younger employees entering the workforce had managers searching for strategies
to manage accelerated career expectations for promotions and compensation. Cross training,
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knowledge transfer, and succession development was limited by reduced staffing, lack of time,
and budget resources available to invest in planning and development activities.
Managers in Avalon’s state government practiced elements of talent management in their
everyday work. These were identified in the data analysis and included examples and discussion
of activities in employee recruitment, onboarding, development, mentoring, performance
management, deployment, recognition, and engagement. Individually, each of the activities
reported as practiced by the managers is important and necessary within the myriad possible
talent management practices. The managers felt isolated and singular in their efforts to identify
and implement solutions to attracting, developing, and retaining talent. Of the managers
interviewed, only two of the 12 reported active guidance and support from their agency HR
offices. This leaves a lot to chance with high levels of turnover and limited abilities to attract
and retain employees with competitive wages, a range of development opportunities, career
advancement, or flexible work arrangements.
A recurring and prominent topic discussed by managers was statewide systems for
classification and compensation that had not kept pace with the changing workplace and were
deemed as limiting managers’ efforts in hiring, developing, and retaining employees. The lack
of system infrastructure for career pathways and employee development were also perceived as
drawbacks to developing, deploying, and retaining talent. These factors, in addition to varying
levels of support from agency HR offices and inconsistencies across agencies in the way hiring,
classification, promotions, and performance management were applied, were confusing at best;
the varying levels of support for hiring, developing, and deploying talent left managers
experiencing a feeling of working in a vacuum. A call for enterprise and agency HR to support
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managers’ talent management practices by developing strategies and implementing the
programmatic systems, structures, and policies was a clear priority among managers.
Employee development, for managers’ employees and for themselves, emerged as the
single most pressing concern identified by the managers in Avalon’s state government. The need
for increased opportunities for skills, professional and leadership development, and the time and
budget to participate was of highest priority. Topics for skills development were primarily
focused on understanding the HR structure, system, and policies to use as best practices in
acquiring, developing, managing, and engaging employees and included emphasis on effective
management practices and skills in feedback, coaching, and inspiring and motivating employees.
Progress toward integrating talent management into statewide systems and strategies was
evidenced by a strategic plan in the enterprise HR office focused on policy alignment and
increased system capacities to better position the state as an employer able to attract, develop,
and retain the workforce needed for the future of Avalon’s state government. A summary of the
topics and themes identified in the findings of this study are outlined in Table 4.
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Table 4
Summary of Case Study Topics and Themes
Topic I

Managing in State Government
Theme 1.1

Public scrutiny of state government raises standards and imposes
limitations in the workplace.

Theme 1.2

Managers are dedicated to public service.

Theme 1.3

Changes in the state workforce require different practices in
attracting, developing, and engaging employees than in the past.

Topic II

Managers’ Practices in Talent Management
Theme 2.1

Practices in planning, recruitment, development, and engagement
are present but not consistently applied.

Theme 2.2

Managers were inspired by both good and poor role models in
talent management.

Topic III

Factors Perceived as Limiting Talent Management
Theme 3.1

Barriers to workforce planning and talent management were
identified as lack of time, budget and sufficient staff.

Theme 3.2

Outdated systems, lack of infrastructure and varying agency HR
practices were considered primary factors limiting talent
management practices.

Topic IV

Elevating Talent Leadership in State Government
Theme 4.1

Developing talent leadership abilities is a high priority for
managers.

Theme 4.2

System change in enterprise HR is focused on talent management
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Chapter 5: Discussion
The discussion in this chapter explores the connection between the topics and themes in
Chapter 4 and a comparison of literature to the four overarching topics which were these:


Managing in state government;



Practices in talent management;



Factors perceived as limiting talent management; and



Elevating talent management in state government.
Next is a discussion of the implications of findings to the literature followed by the

implications for further research and the field of OD. At the last, my final reflections are shared
on the research experience.
Comparison of Findings to the Literature
The comparison of findings to the literature is to identify new elements which emerged
from the case study which may add to the current body of knowledge or provide insight to
opportunities for further research.
Topic I: Managing in State Government
Public organizations differ from private organizations as a consequence of the functions
they provide to society (Andersen, 2010). What makes public management distinctive is that the
most fundamental politics are at the heart of the enterprise and the external pressures on how
public organizations function influences how managers behave in their roles (Cook, 1998, as
cited in Andersen, 2010).
Wallace Ingraham and Getha-Taylor (2005) identified the skills and competencies of the
political appointees as directors and leaders of large public agencies, noting that they must


be policy experts in or have experience in policies administered by their departments’
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have enough managerial and leadership experience to lead a federal agency;



be willing to support the policy agenda of the president, or in this case, the governor.
As administrations change, political appointees are brought in to direct and lead agency

bureaucracies. New administrations require organizational redirection to support changing
policy direction, which leads to a change in organizational leadership. The appointees play a
policy role as well as an organizational leadership role which creates a bifurcated “organization
within the organization” model for agencies (Wallace Ingraham & Getha-Taylor, 2005). This is
related to “Abdul’s” remarks quoted in Chapter 4 where he described how that concept was
played out in the agency in which he worked. “Abdul” referred to an inherent tension that was
felt when appointees came in to drive a political agenda, and agency staff must maintain
continuity to deliver programs and services. The permanent employees walk a fine line trying to
adjust to new leaders and policies and at the same time they are managing within regulations
already determined by funding sources.
Theme 1.1: Public scrutiny of state government raises standards and imposes
limitations in the workplace. Working under public scrutiny produced expectations of high
ethical standards for state employees who perform as stewards of public funds and services
through the work they do. Scrutiny was perceived by managers in Avalon’s state government as
limiting innovation due to risk of failure, which could be perceived as frivolous or wasteful of
government resources. This was underscored by “Tim’s” comment that “across state
government jobs are visible and high profile; we have to guard state dollars and mistakes just get
magnified.” Notably, innovation is enhanced by autonomy and support delivered in a positive
and safe atmosphere that encourages openness and risk taking (de Jong & Den Hartog, 2007).
While openness and risk taking represents a significant contrast to the environment described by
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the state government mangers, the risk aversion reflects the political nature of state government
and the pressures of the external environment (Cook, 1998, as cited in Andersen, 2010).
Theme 1.2: Managers are dedicated to public service. A study on public employee
engagement (M2 Presswire, 2012 which polled over 2,200 US public sector employees, reported
58% were fully engaged with their jobs. Further, 38% of all respondents were reported as very,
or somewhat likely to leave their jobs if working conditions didn’t improve. Of public
employees age 34 and younger, 47% reported they were very, or somewhat likely to change jobs
if conditions didn’t improve. Specifics on which job conditions needed to change were not
defined in the article, however the higher likelihood of employees age 34 and younger changing
jobs reflects experiences managers in Avalon’s state government described regarding
engagement and job churn with younger entrants in the workforce.
The most distinguishing engagement factor for public sector employees cited in the
IPMA-HR and ADP study (M2 Presswire, 2012) was “serving the public with integrity,” which
was listed at 98% total agreement. The group of public employees age 34 and younger and
technology workers of all ages were below average in identifying “making a difference” as a key
component in engagement. The article announcing the study also reported that public sector
employees who are “fully engaged” are


Twice as likely to stay in their current job;



2.5 times more likely to feel they can “make a difference”;



2.5 times more likely to recommend their workplace to others;



Three times as likely to report being “very satisfied” in their jobs (n. p.).
The IPMA-HR and ADP study (M2 Presswire, 2012) was described as a benchmark for

public sector organizations and further data were not available with which to compare Avalon’s
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state government. In interviews with Avalon’s state government managers, many referenced
“working toward the public good,” contributing to “public service,” and “that’s part of the give
back of my job.” Although these do not draw a direct relationship to serving the public with
integrity, they are consistent with commitment to public service, which translates into higher
levels of engagement (Zenger & Folkman, 2002).
Theme 1.3: Changes in the state workforce requires different practices in attracting,
developing, and engaging employees than in the past. Studies on managing generational
differences at work have been conducted to help leaders and managers understand workplace
attitudes and the behaviors of the incoming workforce (Alsop, 2008: Filipczak 1994;
Kupperschmidt, 2000; Parry & Urwin, 2009); some differences between characteristics of the
departing workforce and the incoming younger were noted.
Researchers Parry and Urwin (2011) argued that, despite the existence of strong
sociological theory on generational differences, empirical evidence for differences in work
values among generations is not conclusive. The researchers asserted that definitions assigned to
a group cannot be considered the representative influence on values and attitudes in the
workplace. Despite academic disagreement on true definitions of age cohorts or generations and
an arguable lack of empirical evidence, practitioners in organizations responsible for managing a
span of multiple age groups need to be aware of the characteristics of their workforce and the
influence they bring to an organization’s policies, culture, and workforce and talent management
strategy (Helyer & Lee, 2012; Pitt-Catsouphes, 2007; Trahant, 2008). Age-related issues were
described by managers in Avalon’s state government, as noted by “Natalie” who shared concerns
that unmet expectations of the incoming younger workforce led to rapid turnover as younger
employees “leapfrogged” across agencies into higher level jobs and increases in salary. “Mike”
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also mentioned that the younger workforce “didn’t want to pay their dues” by staying long
enough to learn a job before asking for a raise or promotion.
Topic II: Managers’ Practices in Talent Management
Managers are the interface between employees and the organization. Buckingham (2005)
stated that, while the job of the leader is to rally people to a better future, the role of the manager
is internally focused on turning talent into performance. Buckingham’s recommendation is to
find what is unique about each person and capitalize on it to get the best out of the person. Ross
(2013) suggested that defining talent as an input, and success as the output, creates a climate for
personal and professional success. Another approach suggests the best managers are coaches
(Mintzer, 2001), while Caplan’s (2013) position is that strategic talent development is the best
way to engage employees and keep organizations thriving. The focus on singular management
practices in the literature implies that an integrated approach to talent management resides with
HR, so the findings of inconsistent talent management practices in Avalon’s state government in
Theme 2.1 are consistent with the singular focus on management practices presented in the
literature.
Theme 2.1: Practices in planning, recruitment, development, and engagement are
present but not consistently applied. Silzer and Dowell (2010) identified the behaviors
managers must employ for effective talent management: (a) develop expertise in recruiting,
managing, developing, and retaining the right talent to meet business needs; (b) take
responsibility and be held accountable for talent decisions and talent development; (c) establish a
clear and high standard for talent management; and (d) instill a talent mindset in others.
Managers in Avalon’s state government were aware of and practice multiple aspects of talent
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management in varying degrees and many environmental factors were identified as impacting
their ability to do more.
A survey of public sector practices in workforce planning was conducted by the
International Personnel Management Association (IPMA) - HR committee (Johnson & Brown,
2004). Reasons cited by respondents to the IPMA study for lack of planning included: (a) lack
of sufficient staff to create a plan; (b) ability to get by with replacement staffing or backfilling;
(c) leadership development for future key positions was a higher priority; (d) more immediate
issues such as dealing with budget crisis and staff reductions took precedence; and (e) planning
was not a high priority for management. The IPMA study participants were asked to identify
barriers to workforce planning and the factors reported by Johnson and Brown (2004, p. 6) were
both strategic and structural in nature: (a) preoccupation with short-term activities; (b)
insufficient staffing; (c) lack of funding; (d) lack of executive support; (e) restrictive merit
system rules on hiring; (f) insufficient marketing effort; (g) lack of confidence in planning
techniques, and resistance to change.
Preliminary findings from a recent state government workforce study conducted by
Barrett, Green, and Seldon (2014) were featured in a teleconference hosted by the National
Association of State Government Administrators (NASGA) in January 2014. Interestingly, little
had changed for many states in terms of workforce planning since the IPMA survey conducted a
decade ago (Cook, 1998, as cited in Andersen, 2010). Government HR departments reported
that, impacted by budget cuts, HR focused on more pressing activities in reorganization and
layoffs which pushed workforce planning off priority agendas (Barrett, Green, & Sheldon, 2014).
Theme 2.2: Managers were inspired by both good and poor role models in talent
management. The research findings on the impact of leadership in organizations presented by
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Zenger and Folkman (2002) are compelling. One variable emerged as the highest predictor of
differences between satisfied, engaged, and committed employees and dissatisfied, disengaged,
and uncommitted employees: their immediate supervisor. In Zenger and Folkman’s (2002)
research, leadership effectiveness was also shown to have correlative impact on customer
satisfaction, turnover, and the financial bottom line in organizations.
The external environment in which state government operates influences the internal
environment, and can impact how managers behave. Graffy (2013) observed that, “the capacity
of public managers to build bridges between agencies and citizens flows directly from an
understanding of their roles, which largely depends on guidance from one generation to the next”
(p. 290). The question is whether managers can act as guides in the absence of “a strong sense of
public managers as active stewards of socially constructed, continually evolving institutional
arrangements that drive legitimacy and ongoing relevance in part from the fact that people
inhabit and cultivate those spaces together” (p. 290). What is needed, according to Graffy
(2013), is to support public managers to act as ongoing stewards of human-centered social
institutions in concert with the complex political influences and technical expertise requirements.
Topic III: Factors Perceived as Limiting Talent Management
Managers in Avalon’s state government reported multiple barriers they faced in their
daily work as well as system and infrastructure factors which they viewed as restricting their
ability to identify successors, to cross-train other staff, or to pass on critical organizational
knowledge.
Theme 3.1: Barriers to workforce planning and talent management were identified
as lack of time, budget, and sufficient staff. The State Government Workforce report (Barrett,
Green, & Sheldon, 2014) findings were very similar to the findings of the Avalon’s state
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government case study. The report noted that the lack of public sector workforce planning was
due to insufficient resources including time, staff, expertise, and other immediate pressures on
HR that had relegated planning to a back burner. Likewise, reductions in succession planning,
recruiting, and leadership development activities were attributed to recession-related state budget
cuts in recent years. The HR perspectives on the reasons for limited practices in workforce
planning presented in the Barrett, Green, and Sheldon (2014) study, combined with the IPMA
survey findings, are consistent with the findings presented in the case study of Avalon’s state
government.
Theme 3.2: Outdated systems, lack of infrastructure, and varying agency HR
practices were considered primary factors limiting talent management practices. The roles
of HR in helping organizations achieve competitive advantage through the strategic acquisition,
engagement, development, and retention of talent has been well documented (Boswell &
Boudreau, 2001; Boudreau & Ramstad, 2004; Lawler III, Levenson, & Boudreau, 2004; Lawler
III, 2005). Managing and measuring the talent management function is pivotal in achieving the
organization’s strategic objectives (Scott; Rogelberg; Mattson, 2010). These activities include
(a) being a subject matter expert on attracting, developing, and retaining talent; (b) staffing HR
with professionals who understand the link between talent and business strategy; (c) acting as a
change agent for building and sustaining an effective talent management approach; (d) helping
executives and managers make better talent management decisions; and (e) using valid metrics to
monitor talent management effectiveness (Silzer & Dowell, 2010). The data on HR practices
and infrastructure generated from interviews with managers in Avalon’s state government
coalesced into its own theme because of the frequency and depth of examples. While HR was
not the focus of the study, managers identified the systems, services, and partnership they hoped
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to see from agency and enterprise HR offices. The literature on HR’s role in talent management
compared to the themes of the study points to gaps in system alignment with organizational goals
and strategy.
Topic IV: Elevating Talent Leadership in State Government
Successful workforce planning cannot be accomplished in a vacuum; leaders must
integrate the planning process and the management of the ensuing employment relationships as
the plans are brought to fruition (Lavelle, 2007). In the National Association of State
Government Administrators (NASGA) teleconference in January 2014, both Pennsylvania and
Connecticut reported progress in workforce planning during. Both states presented workforce
data and planning tools during the NASGA teleconference; both also provided examples of
workforce data analysis that aided in informing strategy development and the ensuing
implementation of talent management programs.
Pennsylvania, like many states, faced an aging employee population and loss of
institutional knowledge with the retiring Baby Boomers. A retirement projection tool depicted
retirement eligibility by agency, organization, and job classification over a four-year span. The
tool could be used to predict future workforce shortfalls, identify knowledge transfer goals, and
plan succession efforts. Pennsylvania conducted analyses to identify employee preferences and
systemic issues that led to employee turnover and trend identification; the data were used to
inform recruitment and retention strategies. Further integration occurred with a standardized
employee onboarding system, a classification study, performance management automation
systems, and several employee development initiatives designed to fill talent pipelines in
targeted classifications. The report on Pennsylvania’s activities reflected many of the same
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initiatives reported underway in Avalon state government’s strategic plan for implementation of
an integrated approach to talent management.
Connecticut’s report in the NASGA teleconference identified workforce challenges
similar to other states and included: an aging workforce with retirement eligibility, salary
compression, and a somewhat flat organizational structure that offered little career movement.
Risk analysis was conducted through impact assessment of vacancies in key activities and
functions, underdeveloped successors in the pipeline, poor assimilation into a job or
employment, and poor deployment of talent against organization goals. Integrated planning and
strategy development drove changes in statewide systems and processes designed to increase the
state government’s capacity to attract, develop, and retain talent.
Businesses have sought to outperform rivals in the marketplace through the strategic
differentiators of cost leadership, differentiation, customer intimacy, or innovation (Chan &
Mauborgne, 2004; Mintzberg, Ahlstrand, & Lampel, 2005; Porter, 1985). Aligning talent
management with strategy is the new differentiator for organizations in achieving goals and
fulfilling their missions. Based on the reports from other states, government is also competing
for talent. Faced with challenges in filling key positions with individuals possessing the right
capabilities and skills, Nagran (2013) noted that organizations experience constraints to the
organizational structure in which they are “forced to operate at less than full effectiveness in its
mission.” Participants in the Avalon’s state government study expressed strong beliefs about the
state’s need to address talent management in a strategic and holistic manner.
Theme 4.1: Developing talent management abilities is a high priority for managers.
Managers are the primary lever for significant employee engagement as they are the front line of
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communication with employees (Axelrod & Coyle, 2011). They plan and delegate assignments
and remove barriers, identify resources to complete work, and guide employee performance.
Organizations most successful in attracting and retaining talent are investing in
management development programs – such as General Mills’ Great Manager program – ranked
#1 in Best Leadership Development Programs by Leadership Excellence magazine (Shelton,
2011). A core belief of the program is that talent and leadership development is intrinsic to the
company mission; one of the organization’s five stated core values is developing and investing in
its employees (Shelton, 2011). Senior executives teach the classes, and program effectiveness is
evaluated through alignment with key business strategies and metrics.
An initiative in the federal government called PeopleFirst (Rivera & Flinck, 2011) was an
employee-led employee engagement initiative designed to develop talent leaders across the
agency. PeopleFirst reflected its purpose in its name and was designed as an employee
engagement initiative to address deeply rooted structural and cultural issues that may interfere
with effective talent management practices. Inherent to the transformation were shared values –
organizational practices; shared goals – performance management; shared knowledge – learning
and professional development; and one community – organizational culture (Rivera & Flinck,
2011). The results of the initiative led to new models of decision-making, new leadership roles
regardless of rank in the organization, different approaches to problem-solving, and increased
organizational commitment and citizenship.
While every organization takes a different approach to talent management, each is similar
in several important aspects: organizational commitment to development; alignment with
organizational strategy; and performance measurement (Rivera & Flinck, 2011). What the
organizations in Rivera and Flink’s study (2011) recognized was that the success of the
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organization resided in their employees; they adopted a “talent mindset” and an integrated set of
practices to support managers in their work of attracting, developing, and retaining employees
for better organizational results (Chambers et al., 1998).
The findings in the Avalon case study suggested that developing skills as talent leaders
was a high priority for managers. Statements such as, “how do you recruit, attract, select, deal
with problems, and [learn] specifics on pay plans….how do you use coaching before it becomes
discipline….” were representative remarks expressed by managers. Other comments noted the
importance of mentoring, peer coaching, and ideas exchanges through communities of practice.
The literature defined managerial behaviors and roles in talent management, and managers in the
study expressed understanding of their roles in talent management. There is a gap between the
literature and managerial talent management practices in Avalon’s state government which
managers in the study ascribed to limitations in systems, policies, and resources. Alignment
between organizational goals and approaches to management development is a challenge that
remains in Avalon’s state government.
Theme 4.2 System change in enterprise HR is focused on integrated talent
management. A strategic approach is supported by Silzer and Dowell (2010) who wrote that
talent management is “a systems approach to thinking about talent” (p. 22). In their research,
Silzer and Dowell sought to identify differentiators between effective and ineffective talent
management systems. The resulting DIME Model of Talent Management Success described
four success factors that characterized the most advanced and successful talent management
efforts in organizations: Driven by business strategy; Integrated with other processes; Managed
as a core business practice; Engrained as a talent mindset. The interviews with managers in
Avalon’s state government illustrated the need for a more comprehensive and integrated
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approach to talent management in the state, and the strategic plan reflected movement toward
that goal.
The literature is clear on leadership as a critical factor in generating a shared
understanding of where an organization is headed and positioning the organization for success
(Ulrich & Smallwood, 2008). Ulrich and Smallwood (2008) also noted that leadership
influences the brand identity of an organization and is the basis for an organization’s culture and
talent mindset. Leadership commitment is central to an organization’s internal and external
reputation as an employer and ensuring effective talent management practices at all levels in the
organization (Nagra, 2011).
One of the goals reported in the enterprise HR strategic plan in Avalon’s state
government was to strengthen its brand as an employer. The result of integrated talent
management systems and effective leadership is a strong employer brand (Silzer & Dowell,
2010; Zenger & Folkman, 2002). Avalon’s state government enterprise HR is in the early stages
of strategic plan implementation which includes efforts to (a) align talent strategy with business
needs; (b) align policy and practices with talent strategy; (c) implement infrastructure upgrades;
(d) secure further funding from the legislature; and € cultivate a talent mindset throughout state
government. Each of these efforts represents herculean tasks when considered individually.
Implication of Findings Related to Literature
The nature of this interpretive case study was to provide the opportunity to understand the
essence of managers’ practices in workforce planning and talent management of Avalon’s state
government. When compared to the overarching themes that emerged in the study, the literature
on government activity in workforce planning and talent management suggested that Avalon’s
state government was not unique in its experience, challenges, or practices in workforce planning
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and talent management. The findings posed challenges and opportunities for Avalon’s state
government as it advanced toward an integrated talent management system.


In state government where priorities change with administrations and political influence,
talent management needs to become an integrated, systemic, and sustainable practice able to
endure beyond leadership transitions. This requires a long term vision and strong leadership
support for system alignment and capacity building to address the talent needs of Avalon’s
state government.



Employment brands are built upon the structures, policies, and practices that frame the
employee experience. While the enterprise HR strategic plan demonstrated movement
toward an integrated talent management system, a long term human capital strategy is needed
to increase Avalon state government’s attractiveness as an employer in order to compete in a
competitive talent market. Organizations that invest in their people are those who attract and
retain talent. The lack of infrastructure related to essential components of employee
engagement such as access to development opportunities, career pathways, and consistent
HR policies and practices, indicate Avalon’s state government is in the early stages of system
changes.



Managers’ practices in Avalon’s state government reflected the culture, leadership, and
systems that define and support talent management, and need to be considered in the context
of the entire state. A clear picture of the vision, philosophy, goals, and strategies that include
managerial development and accountability is necessary to cultivate talent leadership in
practice.



Incoming generations to state government have different attitudes towards and expectations
about work and require different management than previous generations of employees. The
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opportunity remains to structure and align classification, compensation, and career
development systems that will attract, develop, and retain employees with the talent needed
in Avalon’s state government.


The barriers to workforce planning and talent management define opportunities to engage
HR as a critical link between organization strategy and the HR systems, structures, and
policies necessary to ensure business units are able to hire, develop, and retain Avalon state
government’s workforce. HR and managers need a common understanding of and joint
efforts in addressing agencies’ employee recruitment, development, and deployment needs.
Managers are looking to HR for the structure and guidance in finding talent solutions.
A long term vision for the state’s position as an employer is essential to secure the

support for continued progress toward an integrated system of talent management. An
employment brand evolves from the ways in which an organization practices recruitment,
development, and retention activities. The approach an organization takes to implement and
invest in the systems and structures which support those activities reflect the organization’s
philosophy of and regard for its most valuable resource: talent.
Limitations
As this interpretive case study was to conduct an exploration of managers’ practices in
one state government’s set of agencies, it was not intended to generalize practices to the private
sector, non-profits, or other states. The findings will be useful to inform strategies for sustaining
or enhancing workforce planning and talent management practices in the state which was the
subject of this study.
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Limitations may have arisen due to this researcher’s insider knowledge as an employee of
state government. With the years of experience I have in the public sector my perspective may
not be as objective as a researcher not familiar with state government, its operations and culture.
Implications for OD and Future Research
Managers in this interpretive case study described a strong sense of need for Avalon’s
state government to identify a statewide talent strategy and to align systems and policies that
support talent as a strategic resource. Among those mentioned were compensation and
classification systems; employee skills, career, and leadership development; and recruitment and
retention efforts. Also clearly identified was the need for more transparent and consistently
applied HR practices; a stronger relationship between HR and managers in order to support
better practices; and increased talent leadership skills development for managers that would
allow Avalon’s state government to position itself as a desirable employer in a competitive talent
market. Based on these findings, I suggest future research in the following areas:


This case study focused on 12 managers’ practices in state government in a Midwestern
state. Research on managers’ practices and perspectives in additional states would generate
understanding of similarities or differences across geographic areas.



Understanding the links among talent strategy, managerial practices, and outcomes in state
government has not been fully explored. Further studies on effects of managerial
engagement in specific value chain activities would help identify the impact and value of
differentiated activities.



As workplaces increase in generational diversity, research is needed to understand if there are
differences in the impact of talent management strategies across generations at work.
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Integrated talent management suggests whole systems are engaged in promulgating a talent
mindset which cascades downward through the organization. I recommend further research
to explore how sustainability beyond changes in administrations is achieved in political
environments such as state government.



Further research is needed to understand how to achieve an integrated approach to talent
management in decentralized organizations. I recommend studying how strategy is
implemented in a way that supports a single employer message yet provides a consistent
employee experience across decentralized systems.



Ensuring alignment of management and leadership development is critical to promulgate
talent management practices throughout the organization. I encourage research to explore
how talent strategy can be translated into management and leadership development programs,
practices, and accountability measures.

Research Question Answered
This research study asked the question, “What are state government managers’ practices
in workforce planning and talent management?” The study yielded rich data and insights into
the systems, policies and practices in state government, along with specific and detailed
information on managers’ practices to answer the research question.
Final Reflections
Conducting the case study of Avalon’s state government was a multifaceted look at the
layers and dynamics in which the systems of state government operate. A conversation that
began with managers about their practices shone the spotlight on internal and external factors
which influenced their abilities to engage in workforce planning and talent management. The
external factors of dealing with changes in workforce composition and availability, in the face of
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politics as the driving nature of government, presented management challenges for those
engaged in attracting, developing, and retaining the workforce. In the absence of a strong vision
and message for human capital strategy, government will not be in a position to attract and keep
the employees it needs to continue to implement and deliver the programs and services to its
citizens.
Insight on HR practices in Avalon and other states governments, in contrast with current
literature on the overall role of HR, provided rich data on which to expand further study. HR
needs a clearly defined role in the organization that partners with and provides support and
guidance to managers in achieving the organizations’ objectives through its employees.
The most compelling insight was the passion, dedication, and the desire that managers
expressed to increase their own capacities to inspire, motivate, and develop employees in their
charge. They clearly believed the best of the people they manage and have a strong belief in the
importance of the work they do. It is the lack of or barriers within the systemic infrastructure
that undercuts the workforce planning and talent management practices needed.
One of the greatest surprises that arose in conducting this study was the lack of
discussion on diversity in any context other than age of the workforce. The reason is not clear
why managers did not raise other diversity topics, especially as they all discussed changing
demographics. It does raise the question for how as an employer, Avalon’s state government
will take on this significant challenge for the future. The workplace of the future is changing in
many forms of diversity and the reputation an employer creates through its diversity and
inclusion practices will be a major driver in the overall employment brand.
Conducting this research was an engagement into which I entered with a fledgling
knowledge of talent management, a passion for learning more about it, and a curiosity for
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exploring the practices managers in state government undertake to hire, develop, and retain their
workforce. This study revealed a perspective on state government not generally considered –
that of the practitioners. The managers who participated in the interviews shared more than their
practices and challenges. What shone through the conversations were managers’ desires to
become better talent leaders connected to a larger community of peers. The commitment and
passion they shared provided a depth and dimension to state government that made it about real
people instead of a large bureaucracy; I felt privileged to give them voice.
I developed a deep appreciation of the layered systems upon which government operates.
It was a clarifying moment for me to grasp that government is built on politics and this will
always be the driving force for decisions just as profits are to the private sector. Conducting this
study also helped me view the system dependencies and interdependencies of strategic initiatives
and how politics influences these, and to consider the delicate balance between action and
perception. Balancing leadership and politics to address workforce issues is a significant
challenge. I believe these research findings will contribute new thinking into how state
governments consider their approaches to talent management and strengthen the employment
brand of government in a competitive talent marketplace.
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Appendix A
Sample Invitation to Participate in Research Study
Greetings,
I am a doctoral student in Organization Development at the University of St. Thomas, currently
working on my dissertation and looking for research participants. My case study research focuses
on how managers in state government attract, manage, develop, and retain employees in this time
of rapidly changing demographics in the workplace.
You are a potential participant in this study because you are a manager in state government and
have responsibility for filling vacancies, conducting performance reviews, providing feedback,
coaching, employee development, and succession planning, and therefore you have first-hand
experiences to share in an interview.
If you agree to participate in this study, you will participate in a one-on-one conversational
interview that lasts approximately 60 to 90 minutes. Your responses will be recorded in order to
maintain the integrity of your remarks. Any direct quotations will be assigned pseudonyms in
place of real names. As a final step, you will be asked to review preliminary findings to
determine accuracy and to identify aspects of your experience that may have been missed. Any
relevant changes will be incorporated into the final report.
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. If at any time you decide not to
participate, you may withdraw from the study and any data collected from you will not be used
in the study.
Information collected as part of the study is confidential and will be used in a manner that
protects your identity. You will decide which experiences and challenges you wish to share. In
my dissertation or in any follow up reports that I publish, I will not include information that
would make it possible to identify you in any way.
If you would like to be considered for participation in this study, please contact me by telephone
at 651.324.0093 or by email at brnorman@stthomas.edu. I am available to answer any questions
you may have about the research study.
I would also appreciate referrals to your colleagues who are not in this group. Please provide me
with contact information for them or ask them to contact me. Thank you very much!
Sincerely,
Brenda Norman
Doctoral Candidate, University of St. Thomas
651.324.0093 (cell)
brnorman@stthomas.edu
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Appendix B
Sample Participant Interview Guide
As state government experiences workforce demographic changes the question arises of how
managers are acquiring, developing, and retaining talent to deliver state programs and services.
The purpose of this study is to gather in-depth perspectives from up to 12 managers in state
government about their practices in and perspectives on workforce planning and talent
management in their quest to acquire, develop, and retain talent with the necessary skills. As a
manager you can provide first-hand information about your experiences. Do you have any
questions before we start?


Let’s begin by having you describe your job.



How long have you been in that role?



Have you been a manager in other agencies?



What do you like about being a manager?



How is this job different from others in the past?

1. What kinds of changes have you seen in the workplace since you have been a manager?
Probe for depth:
How has your unit been impacted by changing conditions, such as increased retirements,
employee turnover, new mandates, etc.?
How has work in your unit been impacted by staffing changes?
2. How do you plan for staffing based on conditions in your unit?
Probe for depth:
What are the conversations in your organization about workforce planning?
What planning tools or processes do you use?
What challenges, if any, have you experienced in planning for staffing needs?
3. Tell me about how you find candidates and hire for your staffing needs.
Probe for depth:
What aspects of the recruitment and selection processes are done in your unit/HR?
What are your experiences with the hiring process?
What challenges, if any, do you have filling positions with qualified candidates?
Is there anything else you want to share about recruitment and hiring?
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4. Describe how you approach training and development with your employees.
Probe for depth:
Describe how you prepare employees for more challenging assignments.
How do you determine which employees receive training/development?
What value do you perceive development brings to the employee/unit?
Where do you look for in employee training and development resources?
What challenges do you have in developing employees?
What else would you like to say about employee development?
5. Describe your approach to managing performance of those you supervise.
Probe for depth:
How would you describe the performance management experiences you are faced with as
a manager?
How frequently do you have conversations with employees about performance?
What kind of discussions do you have with high performers/underperformers?
What would you say is the support needed that would help you effectively manage
performance of the people that you supervise?
6. Talk about how you retain individuals with key talent.
Probe for depth:
What measures do you take to keep the best performers on your team?
How do you engage employees as part of retention efforts?
How do you make up for or prevent losing key knowledge and skills when turnover
occurs?
What would you describe as the main challenges in retaining key talent?
What do you believe would help you retain the talent you want to keep?
7. What experiences have you had that contributed to your practices as a talent leader?
Probe for depth:
For example, any mentoring, coaching, training experiences, etc.
8. What do you believe would enable you to increase your effectiveness as a talent leader?
9. What else would you like to share about your experiences in employee attraction,
performance management, development, or retention that we haven’t discussed?
Thank you for your time today. I appreciate your contributions to this study.
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